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Guest Editors
The Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare has hosted a

number of special editions since President Clinton "ended
welfare as we know it." Special topics such as Evaluation of
TANF in 2001, Coping with Poverty in 2006, Globalization and
Social Justice in 2007 and Contemporary Social Welfare History

earlier this year brought attention to issues of critical concern
within the field. All have focused on human well-being in the
wake of a society that appears less caring for those who are
most vulnerable: the poor, immigrants, people of color, and
single mothers on welfare. Additionally, each special edition
framed the issues within the broader contexts of socially unjust
systems, competitive global markets, and political and legislative processes that have led to policy changes-some positive,
many not.
This special edition aims to continue this analysis by exploring and critically evaluating the lived experiences of women
on and post-welfare using historical knowledge and current
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, September 2008, Volume XXXV, Number 3
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qualitative and quantitative research data. We have put this
edition together out of concern with the celebratory approach
that too many policy analysts have adopted in proclaiming
the 1996 welfare initiative a "success." Like some of our colleagues, we are struck and amazed that many researchers consider welfare to be successful. We have also been discouraged
that too few of our colleagues have raised concerns about the
current dismal state of women on welfare and of the plight of
those who have left or disappeared from the rolls. Researchers
and scholars have been slow to bring attention to poor women
raising families on their own and to the disconnect between
their real lives and the statistics that report on their lives. While
it is true that welfare numbers are down, those who have been
forced off or have left welfare are not doing well at all.
Welfare policy has rarely taken account of variations in
place and in the situations of heads of households, and as a
result, the consequences faced by poor families have been
more dire for some than for others. Reliance almost solely on
quantitative data has obscured the problems that poor families
face today: from only a numbers perspective, the complexity
of situation, locale, and circumstances are lost and, as has been
the case, rendered invisible and ultimately ignored. What is
not seen is not heard and not addressed.
We focus herein on how the actual experiences of lowincome women challenge conventional ideas about the success
of current welfare reform. We discuss how we must use this
information to inform and impact public policy by addressing
the systems of inequality that structure women's lives. Over
the past decade, too many women have disappeared from eligibility programs. A large majority is barely getting by in lowwage jobs without opportunities to advance into higher paid
work. Many more move in and out of the low-wage job market
with distressing regularity, and over forty percent remain poor.
Women who had been attending college as a means to escape
poverty have dropped out, due to state restrictions on postsecondary education. Some women are in prison, others have
lost their children or given them to grandparents to raise; some
have taken their own lives.
We take as our framework for this special edition the work
of Alice O'Connor (2001) in Poverty Knowledge wherein she
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brings attention to the ways in which poverty research has
become an industry of sorts, more interested in entrepreneurial gains and less interested in ameliorating poverty. O'Connor
sums up welfare reform as a "triumph of politics and ideology over knowledge." In this volume, we bring forth some of
the omitted knowledge that has been gathered by scholars and
researchers from the late 1990s into the twenty-first century
We seek to provide new poverty knowledge that better recognizes the contemporary situations of women raising children
on their own. Of concern to us is that the preponderance of
evidence being produced-the "ideological manifestos"-that
celebrate welfare success will continue to influence, maintain
and sustain the harsh attitudes of the current welfare policy,
despite an acknowledgment by the Department of Health and
Human Services (2006) that the "causes of welfare receipt and
dependence are not clearly known" (Indicatorsof Welfare, p. 1).
Rightly, O'Connor and others argue that individuals' needs
for welfare are "problems of the political economy (rather) than
behavioral problems of the poor" (p. 7). This understanding
requires that poverty knowledge be "more interdisciplinary,
qualitative as well as quantitative, and much broader in scope"
(p. 6) than individual-level reform. But looking at poverty
among women in this rich and much more complex way "will
require a basic change in the way we as a society think collectively about 'the poverty problem,' a change that begins with
the redirection in contemporary social scientific knowledge
...
knowledge based principally on qualitative, national-level
data" that is strong enough to counter the array of "ideological
manifestos" promoted in the 1980s and carried forth into the
current time (pp. 4, 5).
In our Call for Papers, we encouraged scholars and researchers to submit manuscripts that would challenge the proclaimed success of welfare reform and reflect the diversity of
women's lived experiences on and beyond welfare. We also
urged authors to suggest recommendations for crafting policy
that can raise women and their families out of poverty and
allow them dignity and respect. Hence, this special edition
provides us, and the authors who have written for it, the opportunity to bring attention to the lived experiences of women
who are poor, often raising families on their own, and to not
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only insist that public policy consider their situations but to
use the available multi-level data to propose a policy agenda
that will raise them out of poverty.
In Poetic Justice (1995), Martha Nussbaum writes that "the
ability to imagine vividly, and then to assess judicially, another
person's pain, to participate in it and then to ask about its significance, is a powerful way of learning what the human facts
are and of acquiring a motivation to alter them" (p. 91). This is
poignantly discussed by Alfond Young (2006) in "Unearthing
Ignorance," as he illustrates how people who are poor are often
imagined and assessed. Using images of Hurricane Katrina survivors, he offers two contradictory descriptions: one is of those
we imagine who are often depicted as shiftless, lazy, menacing, and violent and the other is of those who actually exist,
who are less recognized for their ability to act courageously
and behave in hopeful, caring, persistent, and resilient ways. It
is this latter image, he argues, that is absent among normative
constructions. Here, Young purposely aims to present "a more
thorough and complex depiction of this population.. .capable
of handling extreme conditions and.. .the capacity to endure
under duress" (p. 210).. .(and) "to act with patience and composure during the course of so much of their everyday lives,
even while living in the midst of trying conditions" (p. 209).
He says that we must reconstruct these images in order to care
and respond.
It is with this same intent that we present this Special
Edition to report some of the real stories behind welfare reform.
These articles portray women who are struggling to control
their environments, partly in response to being controlled by
them. These are women who did not "talk about being stigmatized but about being judged and/or degraded," women who
were "actively coping and saw themselves as fighting literally
to feed their children" (McIntyre, et al., 2003, p. 327) and themselves. This research must be a central component of the deliberations on welfare policy and the evaluation of its results.
To frame this special issue, we set forth a call to
scholars and policymakers to re-conceptualize and reevaluate poverty and welfare reform within a broader
lens. In the lead article, "Women's Lives and Poverty:
Developing a Framework of Real Reform for Welfare," we
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illustrate the limits of the large-scale, highly quantitative
evaluation studies which have permeated the welfare debates
and call instead for multi-method approaches that incorporate
qualitative studies which ensure that women's voices are an
integral part of welfare discourse. We also promote the use of
an intersectional approach that demonstrates the complexity
of the lives and identities of welfare recipients.
The papers that follow exemplify this approach and challenge the success of welfare reform. We begin with three case
studies-Maine, California, and Mississippi-which capture
and reveal how the complexities of women's lives, regardless
of location, circumstance, or environment, are disregarded
and indeed exacerbated by welfare reform. We then turn to the
impact of welfare reform, beginning with a multi-year study of
welfare leavers which follows families for a three year period,
documenting their movements in and out of poverty and situations of despair-changes that go unnoticed by single quantitative accounts. We conclude with three papers that more
specifically examine the implications of the criminalization of
women as a result of fraud conviction, increased hardship and
discrimination among women as a result of location and age,
and the welfare discourse appropriated by adolescents that
stands in stark contrast to the lives they really live. Throughout
this issue, a common theme emerges: to move toward greater
social equity, social welfare policy must truly be reformed.
These papers, both individually and collectively, provide a direction, a set of actions, and an agenda for this to be accomplished. Importantly, they also contribute to the new poverty
knowledge called for by Alice O'Connor.
One of the defining characteristics of welfare reform was
the mandate for employment, and years after welfare reform,
the work requirements continue to get stricter. Sandra Butler,
Janine Corbett, Crystal Bond and Chris Hastedt demonstrate
that the workfirst focus often ignores the barriers to employment that TANF recipients experience. Quite simply, the employment focus of welfare reform, without more holistic supports to sustain women and their families, basically ensures
that women will have neither long-term success in the labor
market nor raise themselves and their children out of poverty.
After demonstrating the complexity of women's lives and the
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inability of a workfirst approach to raise them out of poverty,
the authors use this research to influence public policy in
Maine. Their research was central in defeating a state bill that
proposed increasing work requirements and setting stricter
time limits for receipt of TANF. Butler and her colleagues set
the stage to not only delve deeper into understanding the lives
of women on welfare, but to also use that data to impact public
policy.
While the overall welfare policy discourse treats women
as an undifferentiated category, the reality is that this is not
the case. Alejandra Marchevsky and Jeanne Theoharis share
a powerful ethnographic case study of Mexican immigrant
women in Los Angeles County. Central to their analysis is how
race, gender and nationality intersect to impact the treatment
and experiences of women in the welfare system. They challenge us to understand the lived experiences of women on
welfare within this context. In contrast to welfare evaluations
that demonstrate the success of moving women off welfare,
their research demonstrates not only that moving women off
welfare does not equate with success, but that it also ignores
discrimination and structural inequality within the system.
Using a civil rights perspective, Marchevsky and Theoharis
reveal how the identity as low-income Mexican immigrant
women profoundly shaped how they were understood and
treated within the welfare bureaucracy and the labor marketconclusions which are conspicuously and intentionally absent
in conventional large scale evaluations of welfare reform.
Moving across the country to the southern part of the
United States, Deborah Harris and Domenico Parisi introduce another important variable into understanding the experiences of women and welfare-that of geographical place.
Comparing two counties in the Mississippi Delta, Harris and
Parisi find that the focus on caseload reductions as an indicator
of the success of welfare reform does not capture family sacrifices preceding welfare exits or family well-being following an
exit. Central to this, they note that geographic place matters,
offering women different opportunities to move off welfare
or prohibit that move. A clear implication of this work is how
aspects of the local context must be used in studies of poverty
and welfare reform, especially to inform welfare policymakers
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on the importance of place-based contexts in framing welfare
policies and programs.
These three case studies, taken together, indicate how the
complexity of women's lives is not only under-represented
by current measures of success in welfare, but also that the
measures themselves-namely reduced welfare caseloads
and work attachment-do not necessarily indicate success for
women on welfare. In a unique longitudinal study of eighteen Iowa welfare recipients, Cynthia Needles Fletcher, Mary
Winter and An-Ti Shih track changes in housing, employment,
program participant and family composition using qualitative
research methods. This paper takes leaver studies into new
arenas by following recipients for multiple years, using indepth qualitative analysis, and detailing the lives of those who
have left cash benefit programs, those still receiving benefits,
and those cycling on and off programs. Indeed, these methodological twists set the paper apart from traditional welfare
leaver studies and, as a result, the authors are able to highlight
the diversity of experiences of welfare recipients by exposing
the overwhelming complexity of their lives, the troublesome
family scenarios they encounter, the fragmented nature of the
welfare system and the bureaucracy surrounding it, and the
resilience that they-and often their caseworkers-reveal as
they confront the harshness of rigid rules and regulations.
Beginning the next section, which looks at the implications
of welfare reform in more specific situations, is "The Untold
Story of Welfare Fraud," a unique collaboration between academics (Richelle Swan, Linda Shaw, Sharon Cullity, and Mary
Roche), staff of the Supportive Parents Intervention Network
(SPIN) [Joni Halpern and Wendy Limbert], and the Office of
the Public Defender (Juliana Humphrey). It considers women
caught up in the "web of welfare fraud" and examines both
their reasons for committing fraud and the circumstances that
led them to do so. These authors expose the criminalization of
low-income women who are often unknowingly-because of
partner demands or a lack of understanding of income reporting requirements-committing and being convicted of welfare
fraud, a conviction which results in the loss of all public
welfare benefits. The development of a diversion program for
first-time fraud offenders-a collaborative venture between
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the Public Defender's office and SPIN, a grassroots organization working to strengthen low-income and welfare families
and the communities within which they live-seeks, in addition to ensuring that the offenders repay the money owed
and fulfill a mandatory community service requirement, to
provide women with opportunities which will allow them to
legitimately support themselves and their children.
Older women-and underserved group in the welfare
reform literature-in rural Appalachia were deeply affected
by welfare reform, especially by the mandates that required
work and restricted benefits to five years, according to Debra
Henderson and Ann Tickamyer. Age, as well as location, did
not allow older women to weather these changes well: the
multiplicity of problems that these women faced, intensified
not only by age but by isolated living conditions, exacerbated
their numerous encounters with periods of extreme hardship.
Their classification as "able-bodied" and "capable of working,"
for example, put them face-to-face with ageism in the marketplace. This was especially acute in the rural area in which they
were living because of the severe lack of employment opportunities. When they tried to obtain employment, employers
passed over them for younger, healthier adults. Circumstances
which further added to their difficulties included the facts that
over fifty percent of the women were providing in-home care
for an uninsured, non-recipient spouse with health problems;
forty-three percent had less than a high school education, and
sixty-eight percent were unemployed. The authors write that
"regardless of situation, limitation, or circumstance they found
that their safety net had disappeared: they were denied benefits, required to take 'personal responsibility' for their life
situations, and deemed capable of achieving economic independence by entering the labor market."
The final article by Staci Lowe addresses "welfare discourse
and the everyday lives of urban adolescents." Clearly, one intent
of the 1996 welfare policy was to reduce adolescent pregnancy, an often cited "cause and manifestation" of an earlier constructed "welfare crisis." Here, Lowe positions the discourse
of adolescents-most of whom are teen parents-against the
reality of their lives: her intent is to investigate their capacity
to understand and apply the messages of the wide-scale 1996
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welfare reform mandates. From interviews conducted with
both female and male youth, she discloses their capacity to appropriate the wider society messages of personal responsibility, work, and time-limited benefits while also facing and navigating-and expressing their concerns about and frustrations
with-a challenging economy and increased competition for
jobs. Once they were able to hear their own stories, however,
they better understood the difficulties that they and others had
in complying with welfare mandates. What also became clearer
to them was that the complexity and difficulty of their lives was
more attributable to structural explanations of poverty than to
the individual behaviors that they had so readily accepted.
As with the case study of older women in Appalachia, "the
complex social environment...shaped by structural elements
of poverty was not accounted for adequately in the planning
of welfare reform policy." In both these cases, as in too many
others, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act continues to create severe hardships for
those people whose lives are complicated by structural conditions beyond their control.
Michel Foucault maintained that the creation of knowledge outside of societal power structures is difficult because of
the many ways in which the voices of the disempowered are
systemically silenced by "expert" knowledge systems. Truth,
then, becomes a function of who has power. We are optimistic
that a construction of knowledge grounded in life experiences,
as revealed in the articles in this edition, carries the potential
for a more representative depiction of truth-a new poverty
knowledge which can contribute to and influence the design
of welfare policy that responds to the complex lives of women
raising families alone. Among the directions for change suggested through the studies presented here are:
*

the establishment of the premise that people who
work should not be poor: a domestic policy agenda
must support access to health care, transportation,
child care, education/job training, and wage supplements;
" a recognition that people who are unable to
participate fully in the labor market could
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"

*
"
"

•

*

contribute more to their families and improve
their personal well-being if given greater access to
quality health care and structured opportunities for
work and education, including community-based
employment projects;
a modification of work requirements for individuals
with disabilities or who care for children with
disabilities without jeopardizing federal work
participation requirements;
the development of a focus on local job promotion
and local transportation infrastructure to bring
needed jobs to an area;
the provision of more information about alternatives
to public assistance;
the establishment of programs that address the
special needs of older recipients and assist those who
are trying to enter the labor market by offering job
and educational training that take their advanced
age and physical shortcomings into account;
an invitation to those most affected by policy the
opportunity to define their situations and be a part
of the discourse-a clear understanding of the
ramifications of welfare reform legislation can only
be achieved by investigating and acknowledging
the experiences of the women most impacted by
this policy;
an insistence that future research include a broader
set of methodological approaches and disciplinary
perspectives in order to: (1) more fully understand
the real impact of welfare reform on the lives of
the poor; and, (2) help shape a policy agenda that
tackles poverty in light of numerous contextual
factors.

We have taken Alice O'Connor up on her invitation to participate in the conversation that seeks to "redefine the conceptual basis for poverty knowledge" and "broaden the empirical basis for poverty knowledge," to "change the way poverty
knowledge is produced and organized" and "to challenge
the distinctions that associate narrowly constructed, hypothesis-testing models of inquiry with 'objectivity' while denigrating more theoretical, historical and structural analyses as
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'advocacy' or ideology" (p. 22). We urge readers to accept this
invitation with us.
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Introduction
The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) was signed into law in 1996 with
the intent of moving poor women off welfare and into jobs.
More specifically, it was promulgated "to end the dependency
of needy parents on government benefits by promoting job
preparation...and work to enable them to leave the program
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, September 2008, Volume XXXV, Number 3
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and become self-sufficient."' PRWORA marked a sea-change
in public assistance policy, altering the fundamental basis of
the social contract between the government and low-income
parents and relying on the labor market to ensure individual
and family security. An underlying premise of the legislation
was that work would promise self-sufficiency and its success
would be measured by the reduction in welfare caseloads.
Since PRWORA's enactment, welfare caseloads have dramatically decreased across the country. Yet, despite the accolades surrounding the "success" of moving women off the
welfare rolls, surprisingly little attention has been paid to how
women leaving welfare are actually faring. This is important
because an underlying premise of welfare's success was the
precarious indicator that women, in particular single mothers
of color, would move off the welfare rolls and into paid work
which would sustain them.
This paper grows out of our concern with the celebratory
approach that many policy analysts have adopted in proclaiming the 1996 welfare initiative an unequivocal success. While
many women have left or disappeared from eligibility programs, a large majority is barely eking by on low-wage jobs
with limited or no opportunity to advance into higher wage
work. Many more move in and out of the low-wage job market
with distressing regularity and over 40 percent remain poor.
Women who had been attending college as a means to escape
poverty have left school, forced out by the "work-first" ideology. Some are in prison, others have lost their children, and
some have even taken their own lives.
Like some of our colleagues, we are struck, amazed and
discouraged by how many researchers consider welfare reform
a success. Too few raise concerns about the current dismal
state of women on welfare, the dire situations of those who
have left, and those who have disappeared. Fewer still bring
attention to poor women raising families on their own and to
the disconnect between their real lives and the statistics that
report on their lives. While it is true that welfare numbers are
down, those women who have been forced off or left behind
are not doing well. The cost of that failure has been significant
for many women and their families, especially their children.
Clearly, we need a more holistic framework with which to
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accurately evaluate the lives of women post-welfare reform to
measure if reform was successful. Our goal here is to explore
and critically evaluate the lived experiences of women, challenge mainstream understandings of women's success postwelfare, and propose a theoretical and methodological framework, based on an intersectional analysis, that is far more likely
to create more effective policy.

Background: Welfare Policy and Women's Lives
The 1980s were, without doubt, a pivotal turning point in
social welfare history. Neo-conservative theorists and policy
analysts prospered under the Reagan administration, paving
the way for the fierce attacks on welfare in the 1990s and the
eventual passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) in 1996. PRWORA
was significant in its overhaul of the U.S. welfare system, replacing Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) with
Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF). Unlike its predecessor, TANF is a time-limited, work-based system that requires
recipients to work or participate in preparatory work activities in order to receive cash assistance.2 Publicized as "welfare
reform," the 1996 law was President Bill Clinton's promise to
"end welfare as we know it" and halt the proclaimed "dependence" by poor, mostly female-headed, families on government benefits.
By the beginning of the 21st century, Clinton's welfare reform
was heralded in many circles as a success. Its main intent-to
reduce the number of welfare dependents-had been realized.
To date, the U.S. Committee on Ways and Means reports that
welfare rolls have declined by as much as 60 percent in most
states.3 Yet, little attention has been paid to how women leaving
welfare are actually faring. In 2002, June O'Neill and Anne Hill
(2002) reported that women had actually gained ground as
a result of the 1996 welfare reform. They found that by 2000
there was a 40 percent increase in the work participation of
single mothers who were high school dropouts, an 83 percent
increase in work participation among African American single
mothers, and among Hispanic single mothers employment
rose from 47 percent in 1992 to 63 percent in 2000.
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However, conspicuously missing from O'Neill and Hill's
analysis and from many others who tout the success of welfare
reform, is that movement from the welfare system to the employment sector has brought too few women out of poverty
and far fewer have realized economic self-sufficiency. Women
now comprise a large and growing portion of the working
poor-individuals who work in the paid labor force, yet do
not earn enough money to economically survive. Recent
poverty rates reveal that among working men, 4.4 percent
are poor, while among working women, 5.5 percent are poor.
Not all women share an equal probability of being among
the ranks of the working poor: the poverty rate of working
African American women is 11.8 percent, and 10 percent for
working Hispanic women as compared to a poverty rate of 4.4
percent for working white women.4 Moreover, when we look
at family composition, families maintained by women with
children under eighteen have the highest probability of living
in poverty-a rate of 21.9 percent, more than double that of
families maintained by men with children under eighteen (10.1
percent) and four times greater than the rate of married couple
5
families with children (4.9 percent).
How then does one reconcile the notion that eliminating
welfare dependency among single mothers and moving them
into the world of the working poor is actually a success? This
is a key question many of us are beginning to ask. It is increasingly clear that leaving the welfare rolls as the primary success
marker of welfare reform cannot fully capture how former
welfare recipients are faring. In reality, this is a problematic indicator. This sentiment is shared by Diana Pearce (2000), when
she writes that, "measuring success in welfare reform has been
narrowly framed as simply mothers entering the workforce"
(p. 135). It is a singular focus on entrance into the workforce,
regardless of situation, condition, or availability of jobs. While
employment is the means to an end which most women and
families with children seek, its actual translation into economic
security requires much more than simply obtaining employment. It requires access to jobs that pay enough for women
to support their families and access services-child care,
health care-that will enable them to work (Pearce, p. 137).
This was recently powerfully acknowledged by Katherine
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Newman when she noted that "[w]e seem to feel that as long
as we've taken people off public assistance, our job is done.
But it isn't done-it isn't good enough in a country as wealthy
as this to replace welfare-dependent poverty with working
6
poverty"(Press, 2007, p.22).
Specifically, we ask here why the experiences of women are
often marginalized or ignored-and query why such lived experience often falls into the "else" category of "what else shapes
public policy?" 7 We would like to see public policy promote a
discussion that focuses on women's total living situations to
comprehensively understand their lives. As such, we focus on
how the actual experiences of low-income women challenge
conventional ideas about the success of current welfare reform.
We also consider how we can, and must, use this information
to inform and impact public policy. In doing so, we open up
the opportunity to address the systems of inequality that structure women's lives, impact their children and the communities
in which they live, and resonate throughout society.
We take as our framework Alice O'Connor's (2001) work
in Poverty Knowledge wherein she brings attention to the
ways in which poverty research has become an industry of
sorts, more interested, it sometimes seems, in entrepreneurial gains than in ameliorating poverty. In referring to welfare
reform as a "triumph of politics and ideology over knowledge" (p. 3), O'Connor directs our attention to welfare reform
as clearly "the right's crusade to reconstruct and remoralize
social policy.. .how to get more poor women off welfare, into
the labor market, and married to the fathers of their children"
(O'Connor, 2004/2005, p. 188). This is reiterated by Ellen Reese
(2005) in her book, Backlash Against Welfare Mothers Past and
Present, where she argues that the recent debates on welfare
reform were fueled, in part, by politicians' attempts to ensure
white voters' support and promote right-wing think tanks'
pro-business agendas. This had the result of pacifying the
Christian right and achieving significant cutbacks for welfare
recipients using racialized profiles and discourse.
The reams of data amassed by policy analysts articulating
the importance of good jobs and transitional assistance proved
to have little persuasive power over political decision-makers
in 1996. Our concern is that the preponderance of information
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currently being produced that celebrates welfare success will
have considerable influence in maintaining the harsh attitudes
of current welfare policy as we know it now. Policy, we contend,
must be informed by the lives of those whom it purports to
serve, yet rarely are those voices engaged in the discourse or
heard: their experiences are not solicited, their voices are often
silenced. Because issues facing women are so much a part of
contemporary debates, they must be empowered to enter into
the discourse and break the silence. Policy can no longer be
made for them; it must be made with them. Their experiences
are part of the knowledge-the what else-needed to confront
the conditions that contribute to and perpetuate gender, class
and race inequalities.
Our point is summed up by John Dewey, who wrote in
1888 that democracy is the only form of government where:
the individual and society are organic to each other....
[iun every other form of government there are
individuals who are not organs of the common will,
who are outside of the political society in which they
live, and are in effect, aliens to that which should be
their own commonwealth. Not participating in the
formation or expression of the common will, they do
not embody it in themselves. Having no share in society,
society has none in them. (Dewey, 1969, p. 237-8)

Socio-Historical Analysis of Women and Welfare
Welfare legislation in the United States has historically
insured the dependency of poor women, not only because it
assumed them to be dependent, but because it needed them
to be dependent to care for young children and remain out of
contention for jobs in the competitive labor market. When the
modem welfare state began with the enactment of the Social
Security Act of 1935, the section of the Act which created Aid
to Dependent Families (ADC) did so "for the purpose of encouraging the care of dependent children in their own homes
or in the homes of relatives.. .to help maintain and strengthen family life and to help such parents (usually mothers)
or relatives to attain or retain capability for the maximum
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self-support and personal independence." (42 U.S.C.[6011).
ADC was widely understood to be an extension of the "mother's pensions" or "widow's pensions" of the early 1900s which
had provided financial assistance to women so that they
would not need to enter the paid labor market, and could stay
at home and care for their children (Gatta, 2005; Grogger &
Karoly, 2005). Indeed, there was no discussion of promoting
work for women or decreasing women's dependency on the
state. Instead, the program was directly designed to raise the
living standards of families who had become poor through no
fault of their own (namely, the death of a husband).
By some accounts, the passage of the Social Security Act
"led millions of women to become dependent on the most stigmatized and limited forms of public aid-Aid to Dependent
Children (ADC)" [Luker, 1996, p. 52]. Based on the idea that
the only women who deserved assistance were mothers who
were widowed-not those who chose to bear children outside
of marriage or were divorced or deserted--distinguishing
among women, the deserving from the undeserving, became a
critical part of this and subsequent policy discussions. In 1939,
the Social Security Act was amended; women who had been
married to men covered by Old Age and Survivors Insurance
(now SSSI) and were now widowed were moved to coverage
under it. These women and their children received coverage
in a nationalized program with standardized benefits, albeit
at a reduced rate. At the same time, ADC-which was now
received by mostly divorced, separated, unmarried poor and
non-white women-was altered to require documentation of
extreme poverty as a condition of eligibility. The provision
of benefits to the child only rendered mothers invisible. As a
result, the program became increasingly stigmatized and its
beneficiaries became referred to as welfare recipients. Gone
was the sense of motherhood as a service, and support as a
service-based entitlement.
For about the next 30 years, recipients-98 percent of
whom were women and disproportionately black-were
forced to comply with local and regional cultural norms and
workforce requirements. States, for example, enacted "suitable
home" rules, "man in the house" rules, denied assistance to
"employable mothers" (women with children who were no
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longer infants), and, because each state could set its benefits
level, exacerbated inequities both within and between states.
As this two-tiered system of family support was institutionalized by the middle of the 2 0 th century, certain ideological beliefs became codified in these policies. [Recall that when
ADC was established, women raising children alone were
given financial benefits to enable them to remain home and
care for their children. At some level there was an acknowledgement-however misguided in terms of the reasons for
supporting it-of the importance of women's domestic labor to
both the family and society.] As the population of what became
known as "welfare recipients" grew and the ethnic and racial
composition and marital status of recipients changed, welfare
policy grew more stringent, restrictive, and prescriptive. The
initial aim of keeping women in their homes to care for their
children gave way to requirements forcing them to work
outside the home, handing over to others the care of their children. Strikingly, at the exact same time that poor women and
women of color were being forced into the paid labor market,
white middle class women were encouraged to remain at
home and not engage in paid labor, in part because doing so
could presumably lead to the destruction of their families and
communities.
By the 1980s, things had changed. The "new morality"
focus of neo-conservatives sought a return to "traditional"
families that supported women's participation in marriage,
childbearing, and at-home work but not their movement into
the labor market-unless they were poor and in need of financial support from the state. While poor women were the
target of new legislative welfare reform initiatives in both the
1980s and the 1990s, their participation in the Congressional
and public debates was rebuffed and the complexities and
difficulties of the dual roles of breadwinner and nurturer that
they were expected to uphold were ignored. Both conservative
and New Right thinkers in the 1980s and the 1990s were also
successful in creating and maintaining the image of a welfare
recipient as a female person, most likely African-American,
often promiscuous, with many children, and willfully financially dependent on the state.
By the late 1990s, the funneling of poor women and women
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of color into work became law. Gwendolyn Mink and Rickie
Solinger (2003) note that in 1996, when President Clinton
signed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), it further "codified the view
that welfare policy should reward and punish the intimate decisions and behaviors of poor single mothers" (p. 536). This
newly designed "Workfirst" model of welfare removed any
notion that welfare was a social entitlement and severely restricted any opportunity to receive education and skills training. PRWORA's assistance program, Temporary Aid to Needy
Families (TANF), set a two-year limit to find paid work and a
five-year lifetime limit on the receipt of federally funded cash
benefits by individuals. Participants had to work for their assistance, as TANF was based upon the idea that paid work was
better than welfare, education, or motherhood for this group of
women. This forced welfare recipients into low-wage work and
kept women streaming into traditionally female low-paying
service jobs without the opportunity to improve their lives.
These conceptualizations of welfare recipients, developed
and codified into law, signified a clear disregard for women's
lives. Ange-Marie Hancock's (2004) content analysis of 82 randomly selected documents from the U.S. Congressional floor
debate on PRWORA convincingly found that the Congressional
Record data set did not include welfare recipients' voices in
the welfare reform debate. Instead, she found that the powerful public identity or image of the welfare recipient had a
significant influence on the policy. "[C]are or compassion for
mothers lacking child support or other forms of income was
nearly nonexistent within this set of congressional documents.
Policy options were discussed, selected, and implemented with
no effective contributions from those affected most" (p. 115).
The 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act, heralded in many circles as a success, actually had the effect of flooding the low-wage labor market
with poor women and women of color. While many welfare
recipients moved into paid work, the work was often at the
lowest rungs of occupational distribution, a trend which continues. The forced time limits and the "work or lose your benefits" ideology provided women little choice but to accept lowwage work. Frances Fox Piven (1999) has argued that welfare
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is a labor market institution that systematically alters the wage
terms of the lowest levels of the labor market, creating a wage
floor. As women "roll off" welfare and welfare itself becomes
more stigmatized, poor women will move from being welfare
recipients to being the working poor, joining the ranks of the
millions of women already in that category.
Scholars who have conducted extensive research illustrating the gendered and racialized assumptions embedded within
the United States welfare system demonstrate that this past
century's constant drive to reform welfare has less to do with
improving welfare and more to do with attacking the poor,
and in particular, poor women (see Abramovitz, 2001). An implicit mechanism used in this assault is the conceptualization
of welfare programs as the root cause of the poor's problems.
This approach diverts attention away from and ignores the
impact of larger social structures such as the labor market, discrimination, and access to affordable healthcare and housing,
although they better explain reasons for poverty (Corcoran,
Danziger, Kalil, & Seifeldt, 2000).
This assault, wrought with contradictions about gender,
race and class, has become so normalized that it remains unchallenged in many policy circles. Two of the most significant
contradictions revolve around the concepts of dependency and
deservedness (Mink, 1999; Solinger, 1998; Albeda & Tilly, 1997).
While the definitions of these terms have shifted throughout
historical time periods, they continue to directly affect welfare
policy and contribute to the ways in which it has divided
women on the basis of race, class, and/or marital status. So, for
example, while women's dependency on state-based welfare
is seen as problematic, other forms of dependency (such as
on a husband) are glorified and celebrated within our society
(Albeda & Tilly, 1997). Virginia Sapiro (1990) captures this disturbing paradox quite poignantly when she writes that "the
goodness or badness of dependency depends on who is depending on whom" (p. 44). Clearly, some categories of women,
in particular white widowed middle-class mothers, are deemed
deserving of considerable support (through SSSI) while other
women, often poor single mothers of color, are deemed undeserving of much lesser support (through TANF). Unpacking
these contradictions and exposing their sociological basis is
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critical to understanding how these policies affect women's
economic opportunities.
Indicators of Success Under Reform: The Data Gap
The 1996 Act legislating welfare reform promised to do
three things: (1) reduce the rate of dependency on welfare by
(2) moving recipients into work and, as a result, (3) establishing
their self-sufficiency. The first promise-a reduction in the rate
of dependency-was the only measure of success and the centerpiece of its celebration as a policy: some areas of the country
reported up to 80 percent decreases in welfare caseloads. Yet
as we noted earlier, evidence for the second promise-moving
recipients into work-points almost exclusively to the creation
of a widely expanded and very low-wage labor pool filled
with former welfare recipients who are almost exclusively
women. There is, however, considerable uncertainty as to how
welfare re-entrants are doing in these jobs and data which are
available are largely incomplete. We do not know, for example,
what the costs of working are and how they might compound
or contribute to a family's standard of living. As Rebecca Blank
(2006) writes, "[i]ncreases in earnings among these families
might be entirely used up by increased child-care payments,
leaving them no better off.... We have no fully adequate data
set that allows us to calculate income changes net of work expenses" (p. 47).
Increases in employment may not leave women
better off economically as their loss of benefits is as
great as or greater than their increase in earnings and
work experience. Most evidence suggests that single
mothers' income rose over the late 1990s, although
overall income rose less than earnings because of the
loss of cash benefits. (Blank, p. 46)
The knowledge upon which success is being based is even
less substantial than one might expect. In 2002, for example,
Daniel Licter and Rukamalie Jayakody conducted a review of
the "burgeoning literature on the effects of the 1996 welfare
reform bill" (p. 117). The number of studies, evaluations, and
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outcome assessments they had before them was exhaustive
-and it is even more so today.' A careful analysis led them to
conclude that:
the lack of longitudinal or panel data on families and
children-both before and after PRWORA-prevents
a full assessment of potential consequences of welfare
policy. ...We do not yet understand the short and longterm consequences for women and children who have
exhausted their TANF eligibility or been sanctioned.
We know little about the circumstances of families
who have been denied TANF benefits through state
diversion programs.. .we do not know whether work
-even at low pay-translates into positive outcomes in
the longer term... we do not know whether TANF will
ultimately attenuate the intergenerational transmission
of poverty and welfare dependence.. .we do not
know.... (Licter & Jayakody, 2002, p. 133)
Caseload reductions, Licter & Jayakody (2002) remind us,
"are an incomplete indicator of success" (p. 119) yet, we might
add, they provide a number that is readily used to demonstrate
the successful reduction in the number of welfare dependent
recipients.
Ann Pomeroy (2008), in an article entitled, "Welfare to
Work: A Work in Progress," writes that the general economic
climate has also had a major impact on welfare reform's success:
"while people will work if jobs are available, if the jobs do not
pay well, employment will not get them out of poverty" (p. 4).
"Many former TANF recipients" she writes, "have moved off
welfare and into the ranks of the working poor whose incomes
remain below the poverty level" and "[a]bout 40 percent of
low-wage workers have no sick leave or family leave" (p. 5).
The situation of low-wage workers is fragile: Low-wage jobs
that single parents have been pushed into accepting seldom
provide the essential benefits necessary for them to succeed.
In addition, "all evidence continues to show that a substantial minority of single mothers are not on welfare and not
reporting employment" (Blank, 2006, p. 72) raising questions
about how they are managing to survive and how they are
faring. Sharon Parrot and Arloc Sherman (2007) write that at
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least one million single mothers, and two million children are,
in an average month, "both jobless and without income assistance from TANF, other cash aid programs, or other household
members" (p. 381). Within this group, they note, deep poverty
-below half of the poverty line-is worsening (p. 376).
The third promise-increased self-sufficiency-remains
significantly under-documented in welfare research". Rebecca
Blank (2006), in a paper entitled "What Did the 1990s Welfare
Reforms Accomplish?" acknowledges, as does Alice O'Connor
(2001), that a "small industry has sprung up around estimating the impact of welfare reform in the late 1990s" (Blank, p.
55) and that most of these entities have engaged in "leaver"
studies-mostly numerical counts of women who have left
welfare accompanied by descriptions of their status only at the
time of the count. As such, they "provide no good way to separately estimate the behavioral changes resulting from policy
and those resulting from economic or other factors" (Blank,
2006, p. 57). There are also tremendous inconsistencies among
states: "[n]ot all programs report well, hence comparatives are
difficult" (Blank, 2006, p. 58). There is, in other words, no clear
consensus on success nor is there any clean measure of success
outside of accounting for the reduced rolls and the increased
job placements.
Blank writes further that there is tremendous "[u]ncertainty
about what led to the dramatic decrease in welfare caseloads/
numbers-it is not just the policy, not just the economy" (p. 64).
Even the 2006 DHHS Annual Report to Congress, "Indicators
of Welfare Dependence," revealed that "the causes of welfare
receipt and dependence are not clearly known" (DHHS,
Executive Summary, p. 1) Here, Blank offers three divergent hypotheses by which we might understand welfare policy data.
First, the outcomes were exactly as promised-welfare receipt
was reduced, welfare rolls decreased; second, the current
economy has not yet been tested well, hence we do not know
how the new welfare programs will work in a truly job-short
economy. The third hypothesis is one on which we focus in
this paper-that "the data on caseloads and employment hide
economic pain that we are not measuring" (p. 67) and that we
do not have adequate measures for assessing these potential
outcomes: included here is increased violence in families, level
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of child well-being, overworked parents, etc. The result, she
states, is that there is a "relative invisibility" of these issues
within the research community which raises a corresponding
concern about the well-being of these families and their children. She also reflects on her and others' concern about the
policy community's reliance on quantitative studies which are
not often able to assess and expose the lived experience of these
families. "We have few adequate or timely measures of many
of these potential problems, which may mean that these effects
are relatively invisible to the research community" (Blank, p.
67).
Sanford Schram and Joe Soss (2001) also write on the
"public verdict of welfare reform as a success" (p. 49). They,
however, conclude that "[w]elfare reform is now widely
viewed as a success not because of the facts uncovered by researchers (which paint a murky picture) but because of a political climate that privileges some facts and interpretations
over others" (p. 50): this is what Margaret Somers and Fred
Block (2005) refer to as "epistemic privilege" (p. 265). In this
way, Schram and Soss' view compliments that of O'Connor. Of
considerable concern to them is that the "perceptions of reform
as a policy success depend chiefly on the diversion of attention
away from standards of evaluation and interpretations of evidence that might suggest failure" (p. 49). And, they add, there
are no "competing flows of information... the welfare research
industry that has grown up and out of the reform legislation
has religiously pointed to success as primarily increased work
force participation" (p. 53). As such, we are left with few alternative arguments and very little public discourse. Importantly,
Schram and Soss also bring attention to the fact that TANF
income "provides a very low bar for gauging leaver success"
(p. 61) and that the frame through which welfare was to be
discussed--dependency, personal responsibility, work, race,
failure of liberal programs to control eligibility, spending permissiveness, and long-term program usage-leaves little opportunity for the consideration of structural barriers (p. 54).
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Evidence Beyond the Numbers
Several researchers, completing intensive quantitative or
qualitative analyses of women on and off welfare, have demonstrated that life after welfare is not the glowing picture
that many policymakers and researchers have painted. The
Institute for Women's Policy Research (IWPR) released its
comprehensive report "Before and After Welfare Reform: The
Work and Well-Being of Low-Income Single Parents" in 2003
wherein it examined the employment characteristics, income
sources, poverty status, and demographic characteristics of
low-income single parent families before and after the implementation of the 1996 welfare reform. They found that welfare
recipients were both less likely to be in college and to have
access to health insurance three years after the passage of
PRWORA. IWPR researchers further revealed that while more
low-income single mothers were working, their earnings were
low, and most-particularly single mothers-remained concentrated in low-wage occupations So, while single mothers'
income post-welfare is significantly more likely to come from
employment, overall they and their children have seen little
improvement in their economic well-being.
Indeed, this is a common theme in much of the critical
analysis of welfare reform: while it is true that women are
working post-welfare, they remain stuck in low-wage work
and their earnings are not enough to raise them out of poverty.
Moreover, as noted earlier, employment can actually exacerbate poverty, as one's income can exclude one from further
public subsidies while simultaneously increasing expenditures on transportation, childcare, clothing and other necessary costs that enable employment (Gatta, 2005). Kathryn Edin
and Laura Lein (1997) found that mothers who work not only
assume extra child care, medical, and transportation expenses
but are also deprived of many of the housing and educational
subsidies available to those on welfare. Sharon Hays (2003), in
her aptly titled book, Flat Broke with Children: Women in the Age
of Welfare Reform, further noted that this employment was often
tenuous, as two-thirds of those who find work will lose those
jobs within a year. Central to this is the nature of low-wage
work, the challenges of managing childcare and other family
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responsibilities, and the costs associated with paid work (pp.
57-58). Yet, as Hayes states, the challenges to retain employment, while "often invisible in national statistical accountings,
was quite evident to those of us who experienced reform at the
ground level" (2003, p. 57).
Jane Henrici (2006), in her edited ethnographic compilation
of a three-city study of Chicago, Boston and San Antonio found
that, "welfare reform has not changed life for low income families" (p. 194). Instead, Henrici and her contributors found that
families continued to face a series of destabilizing problems
whether they were on welfare or employed in the low-wage
work into which they moved: families in all three cities continued to struggle both on and off TANF. Mothers continued to
fight for access to other programs (such as SSI or food stamps)
to supplement their incomes and turned to family and friends
for cash assistance or help with childcare and transportation.
The researchers also found that women experienced brief episodes of homelessness, periods of inadequate or no health care,
and other material hardships.
Recent evidence of increases in homelessness, food stamp
usage, and food insecurity, along with job losses and the inability of two-wage working families to scrape by, as well as
increased numbers of grandparents caring for grandchildren
because their parents cannot, requires that we take a more
complete and comprehensive look at the actual impacts of
welfare reform. There are a number of indicators that inform
our concern about the reform of welfare. Among them are the
ongoing accounts of undue hardship among people throughout the country, which are representative of national conditions
facing women and families forced off of government support.
Media accounts of hardship throughout the country
abound. In one community in Florida, the number of homeless families has increased significantly from 19 last year to 144
today: Jessica and James Garner and two children live in a tent,
having been evicted from their trailer two months ago. "[T]heir
scenario illustrates the plight of the working poor.. .wages are
stagnant, people live paycheck to paycheck" (Adamus, 2007).
In Washington, despite a decrease in welfare receipt to only
1.8 percent of the population, mothers caring for their children
are challenged and are often unable to provide adequate day
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care, food, and health care to themselves and their children.
(Muhlstein, 2007).
In Utah, poverty rates have increased despite low unemployment. Families struggle to live under the weight of a
167.19 percent increase in housing costs since 1985, coupled
with a correspondingly low 89.93 percent increase in household income, leaving many waiting for housing assistance for
up to 5 years (Breton, 2007).
In California, the hourly pay of low-wage workers fell by
7.2 percent, squeezing those at the bottom so significantly that
their lives are at risk: "Tamara Johnson.. is raising an 8 year
old son and 9 and 15 year old daughters in crime-ridden public
housing, where $755 in monthly rent eats up most of her paycheck" (Zuckerman, 2007). Further hardships are felt by families who are threatened with cutbacks and elimination of payments for not following the state's welfare-to-work rules. For
those already struggling to get by on partial assistance, the
future is dangerously bleak: "I'm barely living, I can't even
afford to wash my kids clothes right now." The net effects,
many say, will be families driven deeper into poverty, making
it "increasingly difficult for them to climb out" as well as the
removal of children from homes for neglect, especially for lack
of food and medical care" (Steffens, 2007).
Reports from Brattleboro, Vermont tell of food pantries that
saw twice as many families with children come in "looking for
something to eat, something to wear and some help in their
lives." Usage has gone up 30 percent a year since 2005. "Some
of these families have medical problems that keep them in
poverty, and others are the working poor who aren't making
enough at the $10 an hour job for their families (Barlow, 2007)."
Even at double the federal poverty level for a single parent
and two children (the equivalent of about $30,000 per year)
it would be extremely difficulty to pay for child care, food,
housing, and other expenses (Barlow, 2007).
North Carolina families are having a hard time buying
enough food for their families. Food pantries, also feeling
the pinch of increased need, are the only fallback for families
whose food stamp allocations don't stretch as far as they need
to. "[T]he number of families on food stamps in Cumberland
County has increased 79 percent since 2001" (Barksdale,
2007).
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A report in Michigan revealed that "the number of families in which at least one adult holds a job, but live below
the poverty line, now makes up 7.8 percent of all working
households-88,330 families" (Author, 2007). While the state
increased the minimum wage, instituted an Earned Income
Tax Credit for low-income families, and set up education and
training programs, "it will be years before the effects of these
programs will be realized" (Author, 2007).
Lancaster County, Pennsylvania development officials say
welfare-to-work has been a big success-more than 70 percent
of adults on assistance were engaged in "work activity" (jobs,
job searches or job training). But, these adults start at $8.50 an
hour in a county where "a parent with one child needs to earn
$13 to $14 an hour to sustain a family with no government
aid.. .the question of making ends meet is one that plagues
welfare reform" (Adams, 2007). The one-size-fits-all policy
"doesn't make much sense" and is unrealistic and unfair, other
officials contend (Adams, 2007).
The state of Mississippi's rising infant death rates-up two
points to 11.4 per 1,000 births between 2004 and 2005 (the national average is 6.9 deaths per 1,000 births)-is in part, a result
of demoralized women who no longer want to ask for state help
because they have been so stigmatized as welfare and former
welfare recipients. They are also affected by the cutbacks in
support services for poor families, which have reduced access
to care: "nobody wants to take care of poor children" (Lohr,
2007). If low birth-weight (a leading cause of infant mortality)
is "an indicator of the status of health of the community.. .this
population.. .are not healthy people" (Lohr, 2007).
Wisconsin's "job ready" category in the state's welfare
program and its subsequent denial of cash assistance was a
tactic used by the state to trim the welfare rolls. Two women,
qualified for the Wisconsin Works program, sued the state
when there were deemed "job ready" and ineligible for aid
despite not having jobs. As a result, the women had no income
to support their families (Stein & Foley, 2007).
In Colorado, one in five families is just scraping by. "[T]he
economy is now completely unforgiving of people without
the skills to compete in a knowledge-based economy...
two-thirds of the 246,000 families not making ends meet are
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above the federal poverty level...and do not quality for government programs" (Steers, 2007). As a result, many families
"resort to using the 'plastic safety net' putting health care expenses and groceries on their credit cards" and increasing their
risk for bankruptcy (Steers, 2007).
And in Nebraska, the media reported on one young single
mother who "spent half her last paycheck catching up on a gas
bill only to learn that she was still $300 behind and could be
shut off." The house of cards she has built, like many of those
around her, is beginning to fall. She is not escaping poverty.
Like many single women raising children, the transitional benefits that allow her to move from welfare into a low-paying job
run out before they become self-sufficient. Hence, remaining
employed becomes even more challenging. Beyond education,
officials say, stable families and jobs are the best roads out of
poverty-job development, however, is coming very slowly to
this region. Earlier this year, the administration attempted to
eliminate college courses as an allowable welfare activity...a
move rejected by the legislature (Grace, 2007).
The qualitative research and recent news accounts seriously question the proclaimed success of welfare reform. Yet
such data has not entered into mainstream society. Instead, as
we will demonstrate in the following section, welfare reform
continues its attack on the most vulnerable in our society.
What Can We Conclude About Welfare Reform?
Welfare as we used to know it no longer exists. In its place
is a haphazard array of programs that provide occasional but
minimal support to low-wage, mostly female, workers raising
families. This new welfare policy leaves countless individuals behind. A 2006 study by the Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities, "TANF at 10: Program Results are More Mixed than
Often Understood," revealed that 57 percent of the 3-millionfamily drop in the welfare caseload since 1996 "reflects a
decline in the extent to which TANF programs serve families
who are poor enough to qualify, rather than to a reduction in
the number of families who are poor enough to qualify for
aid" (p. 2). This "'no work, no welfare' group, according to
Congressional Research Service figures, roughly doubled as a
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share of single mothers below the poverty line (from 16 to 33
percent) between 1996 and 2004" (deMause, 2006, p. 2). And,
a recently released Urban Institute study "found that in 2002,
one in five former welfare recipients was subsisting without a
paycheck, a working spouse, or welfare or disability benefits"
(deMause, 2006, p 2).
While it is true that since 1996 U.S. poverty rates have
declined slightly, the data reveals two distinct trends: "Itihe
first trend shows that from 1993 though 2000, as the economy
boomed, the poverty rate dipped, (t)hen began creeping up
again, (and) by 2004 rising as high as it had been in 1998"
(deMause, 2006, p. 2) Investigating this further, a 2006 Center
on Budget and Policy Priorities study concluded that "under
the new law (PRWORA), caseloads remain low more because
benefits are harder to obtain than because people are no longer
in need"(deMause 2006, p.2 ). This is confirmed by Alan Essig,
Executive Director of the Georgia Budget and Policy Institute
who, building on the experiences in Georgia, states that:
more Georgians are living in poverty, not fewer.. .as
participation in TANF has tumbled in Georgia-by
83 percent between 2002 and 2006-poverty rates
have increased from 12 percent to just over 14 percent.
Second, at the same time, participation in other public
assistance programs has gone up, increasing 160 percent
in the case of food stamps and 15 percent for Medicaid.
(Walters, 2008, p. 2)
What Georgia (and PRWORA in general) has apparently
"achieved through its aggressive stance on TANF" is "the creation of a group of working poor, who seem to be slipping
further behind and who require increasing amounts of other
types of public assistance to survive," not what was presumably expected or intended: "a class of citizens working to
become financially independent." Importantly, Walters reveals
that what they are finding "is that the nature of assistance has
shifted: 'from those on traditional welfare to working poor who
struggle with food, health care, child care"' (Walters, 2008, p.

2).
Recent attacks on the welfare state, and specifically on
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single mothers, are launched from a platform grounded in a
strict 'individualist' perspective, reinforcing notions of individually engineered social problems, limited and conditional
government intervention, and work-based entitlements. Little
in the debates has addressed the complexity and difficulty of
upholding the dual roles of breadwinner and nurturer that
single women raising families are forced to assume. Moreover,
offering marriage as the preferable option is not an acceptable
resolution. Yet many welfare reform advocates embrace the debatable premise that women who receive public assistance to
support their families can become independent through work.
There continues to be broad acceptance across political parties
of the idea that work requirements are fair and constructive
for welfare recipients, that the exchange-of welfare assistance
for work-will continue to reduce welfare rolls and enhance
individual self-sufficiency.
Reshaping Welfare Policy: A Roadmap for Change
Our analysis of the lives of women post-welfare reform
highlights two major points that are often ignored, lost or
marginalized in current policy discourses and research. First,
gender matters in welfare policy discourses. Policy is not
gender (race or class) neutral, and as a result women are differentially impacted by policies. Second, quantitative data does
not tell the entire story of individuals post-welfare: qualitative
data that highlights the experiences of women on welfare and
depicts a more comprehensive picture of its actual effects on
real women's lives must be a central component of research
in this area and must be incorporated into the discourse. We
argue that these points must be taken together to inform and
shape welfare policy in order to actually begin the job of raising
women and their families out of poverty. In doing so, one can
begin to understand and focus on the social, as opposed to
the purely individual or idiosyncratic, causes of poverty and
redirect the policy interventions that have a chance of real
success.

We agree with Charles Camic and Neil Gross (2004), who
write that "the meaning of ideas is not transparent: that meanings are always embedded in socio-intellectual contexts which
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must be opened up to in-depth investigation before the ideas
themselves can be understood" (p. 244). This requires a paradigm that can examine the complexity of individual's lives
and the impacts (both positive and negative) of policy on
them. Indeed, to comprehensively and accurately understand
women's lives post-welfare reform, researchers must employ a
framework of intersectionality.
The approach of intersectional analysis emerged from the
work of scholars studying women of color, which is collectively referred to as multicultural feminism, multiracial feminism, or post-colonial feminism (see Browne & Misra, 2003). In
their work, they argue that while both race and gender shape
women's lives, neither theory addresses the experience of race
and gender as "simultaneous and linked social identities"
(Browne & Misra, 2003; hook, 1989; Glenn, 1985). Patricia Hill
Collins (1999) identified a matrix of domination which forms
interlocking systems of race, class and gender within which one
can be simultaneously disadvantaged and privileged through
the combined statuses of gender, race, and class. As such, an
intersectional analysis does not just add variables together, but
instead explores how these identities are interwoven in beliefs
and practices.
Using a framework of intersectionality would allow one
to fully go beyond a welfare analysis that solely privileges a
quantitative approach. As Alice O'Conner (2001) notes, in
current poverty policy, gender, class, race, age and all other
variables are reduced to "little more than demographic, rather
than structurally constituted categories" (p. 9). This is a central
theme that emerges within our thinking: policy performance
measures and evaluations that are based exclusively on the
number of women who enter the workplace miss whether or
not paid work has improved their lives and helped them reach
economic self sufficiency. Moreover, these measures do not
challenge the type of work women are doing post-welfare nor
how the low-wage labor market is structuring (or, more aptly,
is not structuring) their opportunities to escape poverty. In
addition, such analyses do not uncover the underlying moral
thinking that implicitly guides welfare policy, often regulating
poor women, particularly poor women of color, and placing
them in stigmatized and marginalized locations.
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Instead, the current targeting of poor female-headed
households obscures both the precise character of social ills
and the appropriate and complex remedies for their resolution.
Poverty and the underlying structural determinants that both
cause and maintain blame are factors that move well beyond
individual responsibility, as our earlier examples so readily
reveal. While "more families were getting jobs," as reported
by Mark Greenberg of the Center for American Progress' Task
Force on Poverty, "others were losing welfare without finding
work, and the share of poor children receiving assistance was
plummeting. So poverty fell, but families at the very bottom
got even poorer" (deMause, 2006, p. 2).
Given these realities, there needs to be a real reform of
welfare. Based on our analysis, for this to occur at least four
conditions need to be met. First and foremost, individualistic
perceptions of poverty must be dropped. Social scientists, politicians and citizens alike know full well that few people choose
to be poor. In a country that praises and rewards success,
achievement, accomplishment and self-sufficiency, wanting
to be regarded otherwise is absurd. Pathological, self-defeating behaviors and character defects are not primary causes of
poverty and if they were, no amount of training, education or
behavioral remediation would alter them.
Second, people need the assurance of a meaningful job that
pays a living wage and offers benefits. In the modern industrial
world, exclusion from the marketplace carries an increasingly
heavy price. In order to provide greater access to all those who
want to work, institutional interventions that seek to alter both
the structure and the number of jobs must be undertaken. This
requires serious and deliberate collaboration between public
and private sectors. Third, the work of raising children must
be established as a legitimate job which is valued and rewarded in the same way as those in the conventional labor market.1
Bearing and raising children is as much a societal function as it
is a familial one. Fourth, a system of social protection-a new
Social Contract-must be created which will serve and protect
those who cannot participate in the labor market. Further, food,
shelter, clothing and a viable education must be entitlements
of all American citizens regardless of personal income levels,
circumstances, or individual choices.
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Such reforms, however, can only occur within a
changed framework. To this end, we join other scholars and
practitioners who advocate for new poverty knowledge,
which:
would necessarily recognize class, gender, and
race as legitimate 'units of analysis'-not simply
as demographic variables that can be isolated and
controlled for, but as dimensions of social and
economic stratification in their own right. .. .In the
new poverty knowledge, factors now treated, if at
all, as mere background-history, politics, public and
private institutions, ideology-become much more the
stuff of direct and critical scrutiny. Most of all, this is
clearly not an inquiry that can be initiated with 'welfare
dependency' (or the mythical goal of post-welfare
self sufficiency) as the central problematic. Far more
fruitful, as a starting point, would be the problematic
of work in the 'new', post-welfare political economy,
as a diminishing source of living wages and access to
the requirements of social citizenship. (O'Connor, 2001,
pp. 292-293)
Perhaps, most significantly, in the new poverty knowledge the lived experiences of women will not be relegated to
the "else" category of public policy but will instead become
the central driver for formulating welfare policy. By doing so,
welfare policy will be crafted around the complexity of the
lives of women and of the social systems of which they are a
part.
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Endnotes
1) Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act of 1996, Pub. L. No. 104-193, 110 Stat. 2105 (codified at 42 U.S.C.
sec. 601 (1998): 42 U.S.C. sec. 601(a)(2) and 602(a)(1)(A)(i)(1998).
2) Significant changes were included in this welfare policy. A time
limit for assistance was put in place, so that states may not provide
assistance to a family that includes an adult who has received
federally funded TANF for 5 years. In addition, states had to require
recipients to participate in work activities after they receive no more
than 2 years of TANF funding. All recipients must participate in
work activities except those with a child under 12 months old, if the
state chooses to exempt them. Also, TANF did not include coverage
of non-citizens, stiffened child support, changed an entitlement
program to a block grant program, gave states more control over
welfare, and promoted marriage.
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3) See Committee on Ways and Means, Subcommittee on
Human Resources Report released on February 26, 2007, http://
waysandmeans.house.gov/ media /pdf/welfare/ 022706welfare.pdf
4) See Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2004, Women in the Laborforce: A
Databook.
5) U.S. Department of Labor, 2002, Report 957.
6) See Eyal Press, The Nation, August 13/20 2007, p. 22-23 for full
interview.
7) We take this phraseology from the Association for Public Policy
Analysis and Management Conference theme, Fall 2007.
8) This was also the case in debates surrounding previous welfare
legislation, The Family Support Act of 1988. See Deprez 2002 and
2008.
9) In part, a result of what Alice O'Connor and others refer to as the
developing welfare research industry.
10) In the next section we offer insight into the current status of
people around the country which discouragingly points away from
greater self-sufficiency and toward a more fragile and vulnerable
citizenry.
11) See Pamela Hurd's work on allocating women a wage that is
the equivalent of one-half the median income during the time that
she is bearing/raising children. This scheme ensures that women's
work in this area has value and is registered as such, especially with
Social Security, where the current process is to allocate a woman
"zeroes" for the time that she is out of the labor market.
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Introduction

Several bills introduced in Maine's legislature in fall 2006
let advocates know there was a re-emergence of a "get tough
on welfare recipients" mood among some legislators. Ten years
earlier, in the wake of welfare reform, an active coalition of
advocates for low-income families had made a case to the legislature to refrain from adopting some of the harshest aspects
of the federal Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA). They had been successful in
their efforts. For example, through the Parents as Scholars
program, Maine has continued to consider the pursuit of
higher education as an allowable work activity for individuals
eligible for welfare, while many other states severely restricted access to post-secondary education for recipients of TANF
after PRWORA. Additionally, Maine families receiving TANF
have not had to face the five-year time limit on receipt of benefits imposed by PRWORA and implemented by many states
in the past decade. Rather, families in Maine who have faced
barriers to economic independence have been able to access
TANF support beyond 60 months, if they are complying with
the rules of the program.
Although both the House and Senate of the Maine State
Legislature had Democratic majorities in the 123rd Legislature
(2007-2008), eight-year term limits imposed in 1996 have resulted in considerable turnover in both chambers. Newly elected
legislators-even some Democrats-anxious to respond to the
anti-welfare sentiments expressed by some of their constituents,
were perhaps more likely to introduce harsh measures than
might have been true if more legislators, who had participated
in the more thoughtful debate 10 years earlier, had still been
in office. LD 957, An Act to Enact a Five-Point Welfare Reform
Plan, was one such bill, introduced by a Republican legislator
elected in 2004 (Documents for LD 957, 2007). The bill had ten
co-sponsors, including one Democrat and two Independents.
Among other things, LD 957 would have placed a 60-month
lifetime maximum on TANF benefits and increased the work
requirements to 40 hours per week.
Such policy responses result from a conservative framework built on stereotypes regarding people in poverty. This

TANF Participantsand Barriers to Employment

51

behavior-based framework assumes women on welfare
have poor work ethics and lack personal responsibility, and
thus must be forced to work in exchange for benefits (Lens,
2006). This conservative framework led to the "work-first"
approach, enshrined in PRWORA and reinvigorated in the
Deficit Reduction Act (DRA) of 2005. This approach not only
stigmatizes low-income mothers as work aversive and behaviorally disorganized, but also as undeserving of benefits, time
to parent their children, education, and general respect (Kahn,
Butler, Deprez, & Polakow, 2004). Instead, a framework that
takes into account the behavior of labor markets and the barriers to employment faced by many low-income families would
bring forth a different policy response.
In order to address the stereotypes driving the proposed
Maine bill, the staff of Maine Equal Justice Partners (MEJP),
an advocacy organization for low-income individuals and
families in Maine, initiated an effort to collect evidence from
current recipients of TANF who faced multiple barriers to employment. As in previous campaigns to educate Maine legislators regarding the reality of people living in poverty in the
state (see Butler & Seguino, 2000; Butler & Deprez, 2002), MEJP
again solicited the help of a social sciences researcher to assist
in the collection, analysis and presentation of data. Beginning
with a brief review of the national evidence regarding barriers to work for many TANF participants, this article presents
a case study of the experiences of 28 Maine women (collected through three focus groups and six telephone interviews)
whose life circumstances have made economic independence
from TANF particularly difficult. The barriers faced by these
women include the impact of domestic violence in their lives,
the time it takes to care for children with disabilities, and their
own health problems.
Barriers to Employment
It has been well documented that parents receiving welfare
often face significant barriers to employment. Dealing with
current and past domestic violence, caring for children with
disabilities, and having health problems are three such obstacles frequently experienced by long-term recipients of TANE
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Moreover, many parents receiving welfare face more than
one of these barriers to employment, among other obstacles
such as lack of transportation, low levels of formal educational
achievement, and few job opportunities. We discuss some of
these barriers-domestic violence, child disabilities, health and
mental health problems-below, drawing attention to some of
the consequences that emerge when the barriers are prevalent
in a woman's life.
Multiple studies have found that the rate of domestic violence is higher in the population of families receiving welfare
than in the general population. The majority of women receiving welfare (50 to 60 percent) have experienced domestic
violence at some point in their lives; recent or current rates of
abuse for women on welfare tend to range from 20 to 30 percent
(Tolman & Raphael, 2000). It has been well documented that
although these rates of abuse among TANF participants are
very high, women are unlikely to disclose domestic violence
to their TANF caseworkers for multiple reasons, including fear
that their children will be taken from them or that caseworkers
will misuse the information (Pearson, Griswold, & Thoennes,
2001). Victims of domestic violence are at increased risk for
physical and mental health problems, such as post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD), substance abuse, depression and generalized anxiety disorder (Tolman & Raphael, 2000). Not only
do these health issues affect a woman's ability to work, but
abusers often sabotage their victims' efforts to secure employment. Examples of such interference include causing facial
injuries before job interviews, threatening to kidnap children
from child care, and in-person harassment at the place of employment (Tolman & Raphael, 2000).
In addition to women's own health issues, the rate of disability among children in families receiving welfare is very
high. Providing care to children with disabilities can create
an obstacle to employment, as such children frequently have
numerous health care appointments, and it is often difficult
to find appropriate child care. Data from the National Survey
of America's Families indicate that families remaining on
welfare are more likely to have children with disabilities than
those who have left the program (20 percent versus 14 percent;
National Council on Disability, 2003). 1 A national study by the
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Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC)
found that 25 percent of those TANF participants who were
not employed had a child with an illness or disability, limiting their ability to be employed (Polit, London, & Martinez,
2001). Moreover, it is not uncommon for long-term recipients
of TANF to live in families where both a parent and a child
have a disability. This was found to be true in eight percent of
the families in a 2002 study by the General Accounting Office
(GAO, 2002).
One consistent finding among the many studies measuring
prevalence of barriers to employment for TANF recipients is
that parents needing welfare assistance have higher rates than
the general population of health and mental health problems
that interfere with their ability to work. Goldberg (2002) reviewed several national studies (by the General Accounting
Office, the Urban Institute, and MDRC) which all found very
high rates of physical and mental health impairment among
TANF recipients (from 33 to 44 percent); frequently, these individuals face several health problems simultaneously (Polit et
al., 2001). This rate of impairment is about three times the rate
for adults not receiving TANF benefits (GAO, 2001; National
Council on Disability, 2003; Zedlewski & Alderson, 2001).
Numerous studies have documented that parents receiving welfare often face more than one barrier to employment.
Pamela Loprest and Sheila Zedlewski (1999) suggest that the
strongest predictor of not participating in a work activity for
parents receiving welfare is the presence of multiple barriers.
Their study examined the experiences of current (i.e., receiving
welfare in 1997) and former welfare recipients (i.e., those receiving welfare in 1995, but not in 1997, after PRWORA, or welfare
reform, had been implemented). Loprest and Zedlewski found
the percentage of "current" recipients with multiple barriers
to be significantly higher than for former recipients who had
been receiving welfare prior to PRWORA, but who had left
the system by 1997. Furthermore, they noted that 17 percent of
recipients in 1997 faced three or more barriers to employment
while only seven percent of recipients faced that many barriers
in 1995. Moreover, among former welfare recipients, 42 percent
had no barriers to employment, while among those continuing
to receive welfare in 1997, only 23 percent faced no barriers to
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employment (Loprest & Zedlewski, 1999). The overall message
of this study is that while welfare rolls dropped dramatically
after the passage of welfare reform in 1996, those who continue
to receive TANF are more likely to face multiple barriers to
engaging in work activities.
In their study of long-term (three years or more) recipients of TANF in Utah, Barusch and co-authors found them to
have considerably higher levels of mental health and health
problems than other TANF recipients or the general public;
not only did they have severe and persistent barriers to employment, they also tended to have multiple barriers to selfsufficiency (Barusch, Taylor & Abu-Bader, 1999). Similarly, a
Michigan study of one urban county found almost two-thirds
of the women receiving welfare in 1997 had two or more of the
14 barriers to employment, and 40 percent had at least three
(Goldberg, 2002). Two national studies found high rates of
multiple barriers to employment: a 1999 study by the Urban
Institute reported 44 percent of TANF recipients had two or
more barriers (Zedlewski, 1999) and the 2001 MDRC study
found 85 percent of non-working TANF recipients had two
barriers and 44 percent had at least four (Goldberg, 2002; Polit
et al., 2001).
What We Learned in Maine
In order to learn about the experiences of long-term TANF
recipients who confronted obstacles to becoming employed in
Maine, a notice was circulated through the networks of MEJP
inviting individuals who faced barriers to employment to participate in regional focus groups. Enough people responded to
this invitation to hold focus groups in three cities situated in
the central part of the state (Bangor [n=7], Lewiston [n=51, and
Augusta [n=101). So that we could also learn about the experiences of families in other regions of the state, telephone interviews were conducted with six women living in northern and
southern towns.
The women ranged from 17 to 44 years of age and had, on
average, been receiving TANF for over five years. It is important to note that more than 70% of TANF recipients in Maine
receive assistance for one year or less (Maine DHHS, 2008); this
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sample of women are thus unusual in that they face particular
obstacles to leaving the program. Two women were Native
American, one Puerto Rican, and the remaining women were
European-American (reflecting the racial makeup of the state,
which is 98% white [U.S. Census, 20041). Over three quarters
of the women in the sample (77%) had experienced domestic
violence; nearly two-thirds (64%) had children with disabilities; over half of the women (57%) had significant health problems. Just under half of the sample (45%) did not have access
to transportation.
Focus group discussions (lasting about one hour each) and
telephone interviews (lasting about 20 minutes each) were
guided by a list of questions regarding participants' reasons
for first applying for TANF, their experiences with ASPIRE
(Maine's welfare-to-work program) and meeting work requirements, barriers they perceived to leaving TANF and becoming economically self-sufficient, their hopes for the future
(i.e., what they would like for themselves and their families
in five years), and their perceptions regarding how the public
views TANF and the people receiving it. The focus group discussions and telephone interviews were recorded and transcribed word-for-word. The narrative data were analyzed for
recurring themes using the open coding process of grounded
theory analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Among the themes that emerged from the data, three significant barriers to employment were evident: coping with
domestic violence and its aftermath, caring for children with
disabilities, and suffering from significant health issues.
Furthermore, many of the study participants faced more than
one of these three barriers, as well as other obstacles, such as
lack of transportation, scarcity of jobs, and difficulty finding
adequate childcare. These three primary barriers to employment will be described below through quotes from the women
in the study.
Domestic Violence
Leaving an abusive partner was the catalyst to TANF
receipt for many of the women in this study. They spoke of
putting up with the abuse for years, as they feared being economically destitute and unable to raise their children on their
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own. They understood why women returned to violent homes
when welfare benefits were insufficient and rules and regulations of the TANF program made their lives so difficult; some
had returned to abusive partners themselves in the past and
continued to consider that option in the present when their
circumstances felt particularly bleak. When asked why they
first began to receive TANF, many women in the study relayed
stories of domestic violence. One study participant described
the circumstances that led to her first receiving assistance:
The father of my baby was very abusive; he was an
alcoholic... I was 17 years old and unfortunately, you
know, had very low self-esteem and issues like that.
And he'd leave for work, and I remember one time
it was three or four days before I even saw or heard
from him again. Yeah, it wasn't good. So finally when
my baby was two months old, he had come home and
destroyed the whole house, and I ended up just leaving
because he had me, like by the throat. He smashed
everything in the house, and I just left. The only thing I
took was a little bit of our clothes. And then I stayed in
a room off from my brother's house; and then he was
abusive. So I finally got another apartment, and that's
when I applied for the Section 8 and TANF and all that
stuff.
Making the decision to leave an abusive relationship often
takes many years. As one woman stated, "It takes a while to
realize there is a domestic violence situation, you know. I just
got to it myself; it took a year of counseling." But once free of
abuse, their lives remain very challenging, as was described by
many of the women in the study. For example, another woman
spoke of her frustrations in meeting TANF requirements since
leaving an abusive partner:
How can you get a job if you don't have a vehicle? You're
supposed to walk [your child] to childcare, drop him
off, hitchhike to work, work eight hours, come back get
your kid. If you're 15 minutes late it's going to cost you
more.. .It's not worth it, so you either go back to your
abuser, or you go and live with somebody that you
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don't know, or whatever, or get a nice big cardboard
box to set up underneath a bridge, you know.
Women in the study stated that such harsh requirements
and the difficulties of poverty made them wonder whether
they would be better off with their abusers. One mother of
six children stated, "Now I could go back with the abusive
boyfriend or the abusive ex-husband and I wouldn't be alone
and I'd have a little help.. .A lot of people choose to go back,
and I've almost made that choice several times because it's
so hard." Another woman was considering returning to her
violent home, given the stress of raising her child alone and
meeting TANF work requirements. She stated:
I just got out of the domestic violence shelter not too
long ago so I don't really know a lot of people around
here. My daughter's not comfortable with strangers.
I'm not going to leave her with someone I don't know,
not with all the horror stories that go around about
kids getting hurt. So I can't meet their requirements for
me to work because I have nowhere for my daughter
to go... After all the domestic violence that we've been
through, we've moved five places since she's been born.
She doesn't want to be with anybody else; she wants to
be with her mom right now... This is why people don't
make the right choices and don't leave their abusive
partner or leave their situation or whatever, because
they feel better off. I'd rather get smacked once a week
and live in a good home than to go through what I'm
going through now.
Another woman reported marrying young and having her
life turned upside down by an abusive husband. She and her
husband left Maine for a west-coast state where he began to
abuse her two months into the marriage. "And then it was like
three times a year I could count on he would lose control,"
she stated. She reflected that she had not been taught to recognize domestic violence as a young girl and that, over the years,
people of authority, such as her minister, had advised her to
stay with the man in order to preserve her marriage. Finally
she was free of this relationship that had put her behind on
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her life goals and she needed TANF to get back on her feet.
She asked for understanding as she made these changes in her
life:
Let me break down the stereotypes for you, let me
show you that I'm someone who's probably going to
be, in five years, in med school, in graduate school,
doing something along those lines. I had everything
set up to come out of high school, go to college, and
to be the highest level of our society and everything
fell apart because I made the choice to get into a bad
relationship. And now I need help to get back out of
it or we're going to be throwing my life away and
potentially my daughter's life away.
Not surprisingly, years of abuse have left women-and
often their children--emotionally and physically scarred. These
health issues often present obstacles to full-time employment.
Children with Disabilities
Many of the participants in this study were caring for children with special needs. Their lives involved appointments
with multiple specialists; frustrations in finding suitable child
care; and a keen awareness of their need to be available for
their children, who often had unpredictable and frequently
disruptive behavior. One mother described her difficulty in
leaving her child in day care:
I can't leave my daughter there when she can physically
tear up the room, and they have other kids there, and
she needs me to be there. I can't go somewhere and
worry that I'm going to be gone and they're going to
call me five minutes later to say you need to come back
and get her.
Another woman of six-year-old twins with disabilities
stated that she had found a good school for them, but she could
only leave them there for half of a day. "They are not capable of
doing a full day of school. And even though they're six years
old, mentally their nervous systems are like that of a four-yearold." This woman would have a very difficult time working a
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40-hour work week.
A mother living in a central Maine city had found appropriate day care, but was unable to find employment to match
the hours when her special childcare was available:
He goes to the Children's Center for the Autistic
program; he's only there 9:00 to 3:00. I tried to get
banker's hours; I tried to get into bank telling because
that's like a 9:00 to 3:30 type of job. That's about all
you're going to find; otherwise they want you to be
there 8:00 to 5:00. I can't do that; I have to volunteer.
This woman reported that because she could not find employment that corresponded to her child's day care, she volunteered at a domestic violence project instead. Staff members
at her volunteer site were very understanding when she was
unable to come in due to the needs of her three children; it
is unlikely that an employer would be as flexible and sympathetic to her absences.
A woman living in northern Maine described the impact of
her children's disabilities on her employability:
No one would babysit them because they had a lot of
behavior problems. I got fired from that job. I got fired
from nearly every single job I've ever had because of
the kids, my oldest ones that are disabled. But I didn't
know they were disabled back then. Everybody just
looked down on me because I was a welfare mom. You
know what I mean? Well, come to find out they both
have ADHD; they both have social anxiety. Could you
imagine the difficulty in schools with those two?
Even mothers with older children had concerns. A woman
who had recently left TANF due to the income she received
from part-time work was looking to increase her hours so that
she would be able to support her three children. She worried
about finding after-school care for her son who had a mental
health diagnosis. "My son is 13, but he has bipolar disorder,
and I think he really needs someone to be responsible for him,
especially as I increase my hours and I'm here less." Another
woman spoke of her four teenage children with behavior
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problems, which she attributed to their years with an abusive
father. She had learned that they needed ongoing supervision,
thus restricting her availability for employment. "My difficulty is not being able to leave my children home alone-my four
teenagers-because I wouldn't have a home to go to. They can
be as bad as little ones, you know."
These women view the care of their children as paramount. It will not necessarily save the government any money
by making it more complicated to provide this care; increased
requirements for work activity and stricter time limits could
well harm their children. Working 40 hours per week would
not allow these mothers the time they need to take their children to medical appointments. Moreover, finding child care facilities willing to take their children-much less facilities that
could provide the attention their children needed-was next to
impossible for some of the mothers in this study. The focused
attention they are able to provide their children when they
do not have employment responsibilities that interfere with
needed care will likely benefit society more in the long term
than the potential damage to their children that could occur
through inadequate care as they work at what are often lowwage jobs. If the 60-month time limit were strictly imposed on
these families, the loss of TANF benefits-as meager as they
are-would likely increase homelessness, food insecurity, and
other financial hardship for these families.
Health of Parent
The barriers to employment posed by health issues are illustrated by a woman who spoke of the multiple appointments
she needed to keep as she attended to both her son's and her
own medical issues:
If I could go full-time, I would go full-time. I have a
son that's SSI [disabled and receiving Supplemental
Security Income]; we have assessments that need to
be met. We're both doing counseling, psychiatrists....I
would rather work 40 hours a week.. .It's not possible!
I wear my psychiatrist out when I tell her what I've got
to do in a day!
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Another study participant reported that she first began to
receive assistance due to a car accident over ten years ago. She
recalled:
I was in a car accident and I broke my neck many years
ago. Back then Medicaid didn't cover physical therapy
for me. I was pretty much, for a few years, just building
up my own body strength and physically recuperating
or whatever. There was no home health nurses that
would help you back then. But that's what led to me
getting on TANF.
Although she did not speak of ongoing disability, her recuperation from this accident was a many-year process, during
which time she needed financial assistance for her family.
The emotional consequences from the trauma experienced
by women in abusive relationships often interfere with their
ability to meet work requirements. As one woman stated, "I
keep on having panic attacks. I hear horror stories, so I don't
want to leave my daughter anywhere; I don't want my baby
to go anywhere." Another woman who had left a seven-year
abusive relationship while pregnant spoke of the harsh treatment she received from TANF workers when what she needed
was compassion. She learned during her pregnancy that her
baby was disabled and was ultimately stillborn; this was emotionally devastating to her. She described the lack of sensitivity with which her TANF worker applied work requirements
when the worker told her that she would have to begin looking
for employment again just days after the loss of her child. Not
surprisingly, this woman continued to deal with the impact of
her abusive relationship, the loss of her baby, and the pressures imposed by TANF requirements. She stated, "I made a
doctor's appointment a few days ago 'cause I don't think my
medication is working for me 'cause I've still been getting depression symptoms and it seems like I keep reliving the birth
and everything."
As found in the national studies reviewed earlier, the
women in the study usually faced not just one barrier but rather
multiple barriers to employment, as illustrated in many of the
quotes above. For example, domestic violence often left both
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mothers and children with psychological trauma. The difficulties of meeting work requirements while caring for disabled
children were often compounded by the dearth of child care
facilities equipped to care for children with special needsanother example of multiple barriers. Removing themselves
and their children from violent homes and relationships often
left mothers with the additional obstacles to employment of
no car and no home, a third example of multiple barriers; in
a rural state such as Maine, it is very difficult to meet work
requirements and transport your children to childcare without
a vehicle.
What Do These Stories Tell Us?
In Maine, the average length of time that families receive
welfare is less than two years. Only a small fraction of the caseload receives TANF for extended periods of time; for example,
less than one tenth of one percent of those families who received TANF in 1997 still did ten years later (MEJP, 2007). In
fact, the average length of stay on TANF is 23 months, and
only 4% of the 2007 caseload has received TANF for more than
5 years. Moreover, among those families receiving TANF for
2
more than five years, 74% include an adult with disabilities.
Since 1994, the number of families in Maine receiving welfare
has decreased nearly by half, but those families who continue to need assistance face substantial obstacles to financial
independence.
Changing Maine's TANF program by adopting absolute time limits or increasing work hours will not assist any
of these women in securing economic self-sufficiency. On the
contrary, such changes would only make their lives more difficult and would certainly affect the level of care they could
provide for their children. None of the women participating
in this research enjoyed being on TANF, although they were
grateful for the assistance as they worked toward their goals
of financial independence. Both federal and state TANF policies appear to be based on the myth that recipients of welfare
do not want to work and will choose to stay on welfare a long
time if not forced off. The stigma of TANF is pervasive and can
be very harsh. One woman described its impact on her child:
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"My daughter's had to deal with one of the kids that we live
near. They're not on TANF and she is. And they found out,
and they won't let their son play with her anymore." Another
woman reflected on how the TANF program is perceived:
There's no doubt in my mind that nobody can survive
on this and that it is value-driven not evidence-based
or -driven. You know, it's not helping people get out of
poverty. Most people make all kinds of assumptions of
what TANF provides. Most people don't realize that it
doesn't touch housing; that you are only given enough
money to do, to basically do nothing. I think that they
think people who are on TANF use it fraudulently. I
think that they think they're the undeserving, and
substance abusers and that basically it's their own
fault... I think people think people are doing it because
they don't want to work; and that's not true. And I think
that's one of the biggest problems is that people, one,
really don't understand what welfare is; and, two, who
the people are that are on it.. .I mean that's the biggest
problem is that we're not concerned about poverty;
we're concerned about blaming poor people for it.
The women in the study were eager to be free of the TANF
program as soon as possible. But they also understood the realities of their lives: the impact of domestic violence in their
lives; their children's special needs; their health; and the scarcity of jobs, public transportation, and appropriate childcare.
The woman quoted above expected to be very employable on
completing her schooling in one more year. Nonetheless, she
was aware that she had a difficult journey ahead with many
potential obstacles to financial independence:
Yes, I can, I can do it. But certainly, you know, what if I
got really, really depressed again, or, you know, what if
in my daughter's next surgery, something went terribly
wrong or what if I'm not able to get my medications?
It's such thin ice in surviving when you have nothing,
and building it up, you know. Plus all the loans and
everything I have, you know.
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In Maine, like elsewhere in the country, there has been a
dramatic decrease in welfare caseloads. In 1994, the number of
individuals receiving AFDC (Aid to Families with Dependent
Children) averaged over 22,000; this dropped to 18,000 in 1997,
immediately after PRWORA, and averaged 13,604 in 2007'. This
dramatic decrease in numbers may be explained by several
factors, including increased work requirements after the 1996
welfare reform, as well as periodic improvements in the labor
market. Some percentage of the caseload reduction is likely the
result of people choosing to avoid the stigma and hassle involved in receiving TANF, including work requirements that
fail to acknowledge and accommodate disabilities of parents
or children or the realities of getting free from a family violence situation. Maine has also increased its transitional benefits over the past decade to families leaving TANF for employment (e.g., child care, transportation, Medicaid); these benefits
have no doubt contributed to the decreased caseloads over
the past decades. The women who participated in this 2007
study face additional barriers to employment. While they too
may benefit from transitional benefits and eventually move off
TANF through employment, they may need additional assistance, given the particular challenges they face.
Recommendations
Maine currently provides women who have experienced
domestic violence a "good cause" exemption from work requirements if:
the individual is unable to participate because of
physical injuries or the psychological effects of abuse;
because of legal proceedings, counseling or other
activities related to abuse; because the abuser actively
interferes with the individual's participation; because
the location puts the individual at risk; or for other
good cause related to domestic abuse. (Title 22, Section
3785, 1997)
This good cause exemption provides at least equivalent,
if not more, protection to TANF participants than the Family
Violence Option (FVO) of PRWORA, which many states have
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adopted (Legal Momentum, 2004). The FVO allows states to
implement "a special program to serve victims of domestic violence and to waive program requirements for such individuals" (Code of Federal Regulations, 1999). All but three states
(Idaho, Oklahoma, and Virginia), have adopted the FVO or
equivalent policies, though the implementation of the FVO has
varied across states (GAO, 2005).
Similar to the findings of the national review of the FVO
(GAO, 2005), the experiences reported by the women in this
study indicate that not all case workers are fully implementing the good cause exemption in Maine. Assuring that this exemption in Maine, and the FVO of PRWORA nationally, are
fully enforced is of utmost importance to the many women
who seek TANF after leaving abusive relationships. As illustrated through the quotes of women in this study, meeting
work requirements in the aftermath of such trauma is often
not possible; service providers and TANF workers need to be
well-informed regarding the allowable exemptions to work
requirements so that these policies are consistently offered to
eligible women.
A promising initiative at the federal level provides a model
for modifying work requirements for individuals with disabilities or who care for children with disabilities without jeopardizing federal work participation requirements. The Pathways
to Independence Act of 2007 was introduced in the 1 1 0 th
Congress by Republican Senator Gordon Smith from Oregon,
with both Maine's Republican Senators Olympia Snowe and
Susan Collins as co-sponsors; this builds on bipartisan legislation introduced in the 1 0 9th Congress. This bill would allow
states to "Develop modified employability plans for TANF recipients who have been determined by a qualified professional
to have a disability or to be caring for someone with a disability" (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2007, p. 1).
The Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 and its associated regulations have made it more difficult for states to meet the work participation rates of the TANF program. Nonetheless, PRWORA
specifically states that Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act
of 1973 and the American Disabilities Act of 1990 apply to
the TANF program (CBPP & CLASP, 2007). States are thus
obligated to accommodate recipients of TANF who have
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disabilities and help them succeed in work programs. Examples
of "best practices" include states which have designed programs specifically to provide extra help to people facing barriers to employment such as adult or child disability (e.g.,
Tennessee and Iowa); Vermont has partnered with the vocational rehabilitation agency to provide services to people with
disabilities who receive TANF (CBPP & CLASP, 2007). Some
recipients of TANF have disabilities severe enough to make
them eligible for Supplemental Security Income (SSI); providing recipients of TANF, who have disabilities, with assistance
in their SSI application process can benefit both the individual
(e.g., higher benefits and no work requirements since recipients are recognized as disabled) and the state (SSI is federally
financed) (CBPP & CLASP, 2007).
Given the work-first approach to welfare that has consistently received strong support among policy makers at the
national level and most state legislatures, it is perhaps not
surprising that LD 957, An Act to Enact a Five-Point Welfare
Reform Plan, was introduced into Maine's legislature in 2007.
Nonetheless, as evidenced by the data presented here, increasing work requirements and setting stricter time limits for
receipt of TANF, as stipulated in this bill, would have caused
undue hardship for hundreds of Maine families who-against
considerable odds-are doing their very best to raise their children to be healthy, contributing members of our society. These
include many parents facing multiple barriers to employment,
including working to be free of domestic violence, caring for
children with disabilities, and dealing with their own physical
and psychological health problems. The stories of the women
in this study contributed to an educational campaign that ultimately prevented the passage of LD 957. While the legislative
advocacy was successful, it was a defensive move to ward off
further difficulties for families receiving TANF Proactive steps
to improve the lives of families on TANF facing barriers to
employment include better enforcement of good cause exemptions and the FVO for families who have experienced domestic
abuse, passage of the federal Pathways to Independence Act
for families dealing with disabilities, and the development of
programs providing special assistance to recipients of TANF
with disabilities in meeting work requirements or applying for
SS1.
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(Endnotes)
1) This is because having children with disabilities often creates
barriers to employment, thereby making it more difficult for
families to leave TANE
2) This information was provided to the Maine legislature by the
Maine Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) in 2007.
3) This information was obtained from Maine DHHS in 2007.
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Since the passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) researchers
have sought to evaluate the effects of this historic overhaul of
U.S. welfare policy. Declaring PRWORA an immediate success,
political leaders and the mainstream press circulated reports
that over six million people had fallen from the rolls, and
touted uplifting stories of individual recipients who moved
from welfare to "self-sufficiency." Countering this rosy portrait
of welfare reform, a number of public policy groups, scholars,
and community activists have responded with studies that
show that a significant percentage of those who left welfare
have not found work, that poor mothers are being forced
into low-wage and temporary jobs, and that the majority of
former recipients continue to live in poverty without adequate
shelter, food, medical care, and social services. Most evaluations of PRWORA, however, have fallen under a "common
frame of reference," as political scientists Sanford Schram and
Joe Soss observe, one that reifies policymakers' concerns with
"dependency" by focusing exclusively on dropping caseloads
and welfare leavers as the standard for judging the efficacy of
welfare policy (Schram & Soss, 2003, p. 18). By concentrating
on the outcomes of people who have left welfare, both supporters and critics of PRWORA have diverted public attention
away from the experiences of poor people inside the welfare
state. Little attention has been paid to research that exposes
the diversionary tactics that have been used to prevent eligible people from applying for Temporary Assistance to Needy
Families (TANF), and the racially discriminatory application
of eligibility criteria, sanctions, work supports, and welfare-towork rules at the hands of local welfare officials.
Drawing on a two-year ethnographic study of welfare reform's impact on Mexican immigrants in Los Angeles County,
this article shifts the evaluation of PRWORA away from a
focus on welfare leaving, and towards an analysis of structural
discrimination, civil rights, and compromised access to public
benefits. Our research documented a pattern of heightened antiimmigrant sentiment and disentitlement within L.A. County's
welfare system following the passage of PRWORA. Confusion
and misinformation among welfare officials about the new
federal eligibility standards for non-citizens, combined with
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tremendous pressure on caseworkers to reduce their caseloads
by any means possible, led to the widespread purging of immigrants from the system. While all of the immigrant families
in our study remained eligible for aid under federal and state
guidelines, the vast majority were wrongly informed by caseworkers that only citizens were eligible for TANF,and many
faced significant reductions-and, in several cases, termination-of their cash aid and food stamps. Committed to the
"social uplift" philosophy trumpeted by PRWORA, the Latina
mothers in our study actively sought out-but were turned
away from-opportunities for job training and education,
transportation subsidies, and quality, affordable childcare.
Promised a "hand-up" in place of a handout, these immigrant
women were instead channeled into poverty-wage, part-time,
and unstable jobs that fuel Southern California's post-Fordist
economy.
Our data was collected as part of the Urban Change Project
(UCP), a nationwide study of the effects of welfare reform
commissioned by MDRC (formerly known as Manpower
Demonstration Research Corporation), a leading voice in the
field of welfare policy.2 This study documented the experiences of fourteen Mexican immigrant welfare recipients and their
families from 1998 to 2000, during the initial implementation
of welfare reform in Los Angeles. Our ethnographic sample
reflects the diversity of the Mexican population in the United
States. Ranging in age from twenty-four to forty-eight, these
mexicanas had migrated from urban capitals and rural pueblos
in Guerrero, Yucatan, Jalisco, San Luis Potosi, and Michoacdn.
Many had traveled north to reunite with husbands who had
been laboring in the U.S., while others were single mothers
who crossed the border in search of work, and still others
were young children when their families migrated to the Los
Angeles region. At the time that they were interviewed for
this study, all were legal permanent residents of the United
States, although most had spent some time as undocumented
immigrants. All resided in Long Beach, a diverse coastal city
in southwestern L.A. County which in the 1990s served as a
point of entry for new immigrants from Central America and
Southeast Asia and boasted some of the highest poverty rates
in the region. Living with husbands and boyfriends, parents
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and siblings, these Latinas cared for newborns, toddlers, teenagers, and some even grandchildren. And all relied, in part, on
public assistance to feed and shelter their families.
If the measure of PRWORA's success is getting people
off of welfare (if only temporarily), then our ethnographic
research uncovered a positive account of welfare reform in
L.A. County. By the end of our study, all but two of the fourteen Latina women we interviewed were off of welfare and
working-the "success story" of welfare reform that has been
celebrated nationwide. However, not one woman had found a
job that lifted her family above the poverty line, and the majority of women were working in part-time or temporary jobs
with little possibility for full-time employment. Most had also
been terminated from Medi-Cal and were surviving without
health insurance. Thus, as anti-poverty policy, our research revealed welfare reform to be a decisive failure.
A closer look at these immigrant women's paths off of
welfare reveals that DPSS had accomplished these outcomes
through three tactics: First, through purging and sanctioning
in which people either lost portions of their benefits or were
cut off entirely; second, through harassment, where the indignity and hassle of the welfare bureaucracy led people to take
themselves off of welfare; and, third, through Job Club programs that surveilled people and pushed them take any job at
any wage.
Key to all of these tactics was race. As throughout the
nation, the devolution of welfare policy to the state and local
level has transferred decision-making power and discretion to
individual caseworkers in California, thus increasing the potential for racially disparate and discriminatory treatment. In
L.A. County, caseworker perceptions of Latina immigrants as
undeserving of the same benefits as U.S. citizens and as ideally
suited for low-paying and "dirty" jobs-perceptions that are
mirrored in public images of immigrants alternately as "public
charges" and a willing labor underclass-have resulted in patterns of systemic disentitlement, ranging from cuts in benefits
to increases in sanctions for immigrants to a hardened workfirst approach that directs immigrant recipients, especially
those with limited English-language proficiency, away from
education and directly into the labor market. Our research
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thus illustrates the ways that race, gender and nationality have
intersected to block Latinas' access to the social entitlements
and work supports promised under welfare reform. Who they
are-low-income Mexican immigrant women-profoundly
shaped how they were understood and treated within the
welfare bureaucracy as well as in the labor market.
Since the 1980s, a burgeoning scholarly literature has employed the concept of intersectionality to illuminate the interlocking systems of race, class, gender, and sexuality that work
together to produce and maintain social inequality in U.S.
society (Baca Zinn & Thornton Dill, 1994; Chrenshaw, 1991;
Hill, Collins & Anderson, 1992; McCall, 2007; Moraga, 1981).
Intersectionality is an especially relevant framework for research on the welfare state, as race and gender ideology have
fundamentally shaped American views of poverty, as well as
the social policies developed to address economic need and
inequality. Particularly after 1996, as access to public assistance
moved from being an entitlement to a matter of caseworker
discretion, such an intersectional framework is necessary for
any substantive evaluation of how welfare reform played out.
Welfare scholarship has thus emphasized the intersection of
race and gender in the origins of the welfare state (Katz, 1986;
Mink, 1996; Quadagno, 1996; Roberts, 1998), in the backlash
against AFDC in the second half of the twentieth century
(Gilens, 2000; Hancock, 2004; Reese, 2005), and in current
welfare reform politics and policies (Davis, 2006; Hays, 2004;
Marchevsky & Theoharis, 2006; Schram, 2003). Whereas most
research has framed welfare through a black-white paradigm
and focused on the experiences of white and African American
recipients, a small group of scholars has begun to document
the experiences of other people of color and immigrants in
the welfare state, specifically Latinos and Asians (Hagan et
al., 2003; Kretsedemas & Aparicio, 2004; Ng, 2004; Fujiwara,
2008). Our ethnographic study of Mexican immigrants in L.A.
County contributes to this emergent literature on immigrants
and the welfare state, in particular highlighting the symbiotic
interaction between race and immigrant status in contemporary welfare politics and policy. For the Mexican immigrant
women in our study, their nonwhite racial status was conflated with their identity as "foreigners" to construct them
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simultaneously as undeserving outsiders within the welfare
state and other arenas of civil society (like schools and public
health facilities), yet as naturally available and compliant lowwage workers within the U.S. economy.
Racial Inequality and Caseworker
Discretion Under Welfare Reform
Data collected by other researchers across the nation has
similarly documented that welfare reform has been enacted
in racially differential ways and had racially disparate effects
for African Americans and Latinos than for whites, and for
immigrants compared to native-born citizens. Research has
shown, for example, that states with large populations of
African Americans and Latinos have adopted stricter welfare
policies and have higher sanction rates than states where the
welfare caseload is predominantly white. (Schram & Soss,
2003) Moreover, there is a certain irony in public celebrations
of dropping welfare rolls when people were being dropped
from the rolls. A study by the Center for Law and Social Policy
found that the immigrant caseload decline accounted for over
half of the welfare savings accrued in the first year of reform
(Greenberg et al., 2000).
Recent studies have also shown that caseworker discretion in deciding grants and providing ancillary services has
led to unequal benefits for nonwhites and non-English speakers. Indeed, the hand-up-or post-employment services, as
they were termed in California-was not a guaranteed entitlement, but was available only through caseworker discretion
and referral. And in a troubling pattern being documented by
researchers across the nation, white recipients were receiving
much greater access than their non-white counterparts. Susan
Tinsley Gooden's study of welfare recipients in Virginia found
that African Americans were much less likely than whites to
receive information about job prospects, assistance with transportation, and opportunities for education (Gooden, 1998).
Research in Illinois similarly found that fewer than 18% of
African American recipients were referred to educational
programs, compared to about half of white recipients (Armato
et al., 1998). In New York City, researchers found that blacks
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and Latinos were receiving less in food stamp benefits than
prior to welfare reform (Mulings et al., 2000). Research has documented that Haitian-Americans in Wisconsin tend to receive
slower service than other groups and very limited translation
services, while in Idaho there were no translation services or
translated materials available for Latino immigrants (Bonds,
2002). Doris Ng's study of Vietnamese and Mexican immigrant recipients in Northern California found that only 38% of
these women received any welfare-to-work services, including childcare, transportation, and translation services, and that
while the vast majority had requested to enroll in job training
programs, they had been required to accept low-paying, parttime jobs (Ng, 2004).
Scholars have also highlighted the tremendous disadvantages and vulnerabilities that women of color face when they
enter the job market, including lower wages, less desirable
job tasks and work schedules, and higher rates of sexual harassment. Gooden found that African Americans who had left
welfare were more likely than whites to work in low-paying
jobs, and had lower job retention rates than whites; half of
blacks were offered different jobs than what they had applied
for, compared to less than one-third of whites, and 55% of
blacks were offered evening employment, compared to 35% of
whites (Gooden, 1999). Ng reports that immigrant women face
a triple stigma within the labor market: as welfare recipients,
they stand to earn between 40 and 88 percent of what non-recipients would earn in the same job category; as women of color,
they will earn 64 cents for every dollar earned by a white male;
and as immigrant women heads of households, they have a
lower median income than both native-born families (headed
by women or men) and those headed by immigrant men (Ng,
2004). The majority of the immigrant women in Ng's study
were earning below the minimum wage, with one respondent,
who had been trained as a dressmaker in Vietnam, working
12 hours per week for $2.25 per hour as a cook's assistant.
Indeed, neither the Asian and Latina immigrant women surveyed by Ng in Northern California, nor the African American
women interviewed by Gooden in Virginia, nor the Mexican
immigrant women we studied in L.A. County were enjoying
what President Bush has described as "the hope and dignity
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that comes with having a job" (Goldstein & Eilperin, 2003).
Accumulating evidence of the racial discrimination and disparate effects of welfare reform promoted the
U. S. Commission on Civil Rights to declare in 2002 that "civil
rights considerations are of paramount" concern, calling for a
"new paradigm" in the evaluation of PRWORA, and issuing
a detailed set of recommendations for racial protections in
the reauthorized program (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights,
2002). Yet, as we discuss later in this essay, race was conspicuously absent in mainstream evaluations of welfare reform
as well as in the public debate over reauthorization-except
when pundits celebrated PRWORA as America's first "colorblind" social policy. And, the reauthorization plan approved
by Congress in 2005 failed to redress racial discrimination and
inequality within TANF, while increased work requirements
and more funding for marriage promotion promise to intensify the detrimental effects of welfare reform on women of color
and their families.
The New Welfare Regime: California's GAIN Program
When PRWORA became law in August 1996, Los Angeles
had one of the largest AFDC caseloads in the nation-larger
than the entire state of New York. The county's welfare agency,
DPSS, was charged with moving over 100,000 people off of
welfare and into work. Yet, research showed that the regional economy was producing only one-fifth the number of jobs
needed to absorb the influx of welfare recipients into the labor
market. Moreover, DPSS' own data showed that most entrylevel jobs paid far below the hourly wage of $7.82 that is necessary for a family of three to become ineligible for public
assistance (Quint et al., 1999). In other words, even if DPSS
managed the enormous feat of moving 100,000 people into
work, there was little guarantee that employment alone would
produce the caseload declines demanded by the federal govemnment. Most people who found work would still qualify for
welfare, and would need public assistance to make ends meet
on their low wages.
Rather than design a welfare-to-work strategy that addressed the structural problems in L.A.'s labor market, DPSS
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instead embarked on a massive expansion of its welfare-to
work program Greater Avenues for Independence (GAIN). In
1998, it made GAIN mandatory for nearly all welfare recipients,
and poured over $147 million dollars into welfare-to-work operations. Meanwhile, the total budget for benefits administration was only $120 million. This meant that L.A. County was
spending tens of millions more in welfare-to-work administration than in direct benefits to poor people. Given the numbers
and types of jobs available, GAIN could not succeed in actually moving the vast majority of people into jobs, let alone
jobs that would pay enough to render them above the assistance threshold. The only way the County could make welfare
reform work, then, was through an ideological program that
valorized work and demonized welfare to a point where more
and more people would drop out of the welfare system-even
if they had to return again or could not adequately survive
without assistance.
Today, a person who wants to apply for public assistance
in L. A. County must visit an Eligibility Office. In these prisonlike structures, visitors pass through metal detectors and
past armed security guards on their way to the clerk who is
cloistered behind a Plexiglas window. There they must wait
for hours in a crowded waiting room before being seen by an
Eligibility Worker. From an administrative standpoint, these
offices have been redesigned away from social work to run like
a well-oiled assembly line. No longer assigned to individual
clients, eligibility workers are grouped into units of six, who
are together responsible for managing between 2,500-3,000
cases at a time which makes it next to impossible for caseworkers to know and advocate for their clients.
If the Latina immigrants interviewed for this study described the eligibility office as "nasty and rude," they spoke of
the other face of welfare, the GAIN program, as "bien pretty,
but all lies." GAIN's modern facilities resemble a cross between
a temporary employment agency and a therapist's office, with
inspirational posters like "Even if you're on the right track,
you'll get run over if you just sit there." In GAIN, poor people
are called "participants" (not clients or recipients) and they are
assigned to an individual Service Worker (or GSW) who meets
with them to design a personalized "Welfare-to-Work Plan."
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GSW's are trained to be welcoming, professional, and courteous with program participants, all part of the County's vision
of motivating welfare recipients to regain "the same human
dignity every working person enjoys."
However, GSW's have their own strategies for disciplining welfare recipients, which include chastising them for their
low motivation and self-esteem, and reporting them to their
eligibility worker who has the power to impose sanctions or
cut them off of welfare altogether. And while GAIN's slogan
promises its participants "A Job. A Better Job. A Career," this
contradicts the program's explicit work-first philosophy,
which teaches welfare mothers that "any job is a good job,"
directs them away from professional careers or skilled trades
that require additional education, and requires them to take
the first job offered or face sanctioning.
Initially, the women we interviewed were excited about
the job opportunities promised by welfare reform. Contrary
to the myth that welfare recipients do not want to work, these
Latinas had vast employment experience. The majority had
worked since adolescence as sewing machine operators, domestics, hotel maids, waitresses, electronics assemblers, inventory packers, and fast food workers. Yet, despite decades of
labor in a wide array of jobs, not one woman in the study had
ever held a job that lifted her family above the poverty line. The
highest wage any woman had earned was $7.25 per hour, and
only two had ever held jobs that provided health insurance.
These Latinas were tired of shuttling between part-time,
temporary jobs, and hoped that GAIN would connect them to
stable work that could lift their families out of poverty. Most
were attracted to the program by the promise of subsidized
childcare; they could not afford a babysitter on their low
wages, and worried about their children's welfare while they
were at work. All understood the importance of education as
an economic stepping stone, and they enrolled in GAIN with
the expectation that the government would finally help them
to attain a G.E.D., study English, go to college or learn a skilled
trade.
Instead, these women discovered in GAIN yet another
welfare program that presumed their deficiency in most
arenas of life, and told them how to dress, speak, take care of
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their children, use their time and spend their money. Instead
of professional careers, white-collar jobs, or skilled trades, they
were tracked into the same manual labor they had been doing
for years. Instead of academic schooling, they received "soft
skills" training in resume writing, interviewing techniques,
and workplace attire. In lieu of access to quality and affordable
childcare, they found themselves having to compromise their
choice of childcare providers, and to maneuver another bureaucratic maze of applications, contradictory eligibility rules,
and lost paperwork.
Purging and Sanctioning: Immigrant
Disentitlement and the Dropping Rolls
Norma: They just want you off welfare. That's the whole point.
Although all of the Latinas in our study were legal permanent residents, many had been wrongly informed by caseworkers that they were not eligible for welfare because they
were not U.S. citizens. They were accused of possessing fake
immigration documents, told to go back to Mexico, and threatened that they would have to repay the government for any
benefits they received. Once approved, they constantly battled
to stay on assistance in the face of a welfare department that
chronically lost their paperwork, arbitrarily cut their checks
and food stamps, and in several instances, canceled a family's
AFDC case or Medi-Cal coverage without notice or justification. In the late 1990s, Latino leaders and community activists
in L.A. County sounded the alarm that nativism had sharply
intensified under welfare reform, and many immigrant families had been cut from public assistance even though they were
still eligible. These community reports were later corroborated by large-scale studies which showed alarming disparities
between immigrant and citizen access to public assistance.
An Urban Institute study of welfare records in Los Angeles
County reported that the number of approved applications
of noncitizen families for Medi-Cal and TANF dropped by
71 percent between January of 1996 and January of 1998,
compared to no significant change among citizen applications
(Zimmerman & Fix, 1998). Another nationwide study found
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that the use of public benefits (including TANF, SSI, General
Assistance, Medicaid, and food stamps) among noncitizen
households declined by 35 percent between 1994 and 1997,
compared to only 14 percent among citizen households, and
that neither naturalization nor rising incomes accounted for
this drop (Zimmerman & Fix, 1999). Most analysts have explained these figures in terms of the "chilling effects" of welfare
reform, arguing that immigrants have become increasingly
frightened and reluctant to apply for aid. Yet, there has been
a notable silence in public policy circles about the systematic
denial of applications from eligible immigrants, and the outright purging of immigrant recipients from the welfare rolls.
Indeed, nearly two-thirds of the immigrant families in our
study lost some or all of their benefits. Many were incorrectly
told by caseworkers that only U.S. citizens are now eligible
for TANF and Food Stamps. For example, Leticia received a
letter from DPSS wrongly stating that she, her husband, and
their oldest daughter (all legal permanent residents) no longer
qualified for aid. Although the letter implied that Leticia's four
U.S. born children were still eligible, the entire family's cash
aid and food stamps totaling $900 were cut off the following
month. Three months later, however, Leticia received another
letter ordering her to report to GAIN. When she called DPSS to
question why she had to attend GAIN if no one in her household was receiving aid, the eligibility worker reinstated cash
and food stamp benefits, but only for Leticia's U.S.-bom children. Where Leticia's family of seven had once received $900
in monthly benefits, they now had to survive on $400.
While Leticia received a direct, but erroneous, explanation for why their family's benefits had been terminated, most
of these immigrant women lost welfare income for reasons
they did not understand and could not get an explanation for
from their caseworkers. After discovering that her family's
food stamps had been terminated, Delia called the welfare
office several times until she finally spoke to a caseworker
who offered to reinstate a monthly food stamp allotment of
$68. Insisting that her family needed to eat, Delia asked the
caseworker why her food stamps had been cut from $240 to a
mere $68. The caseworker responded, "You people always are
asking for help when you don't need it. You should be happy
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with what you have or go back to Mexico." Delia backed off,
fearful that the caseworker would take away even the $68 in
food stamps she had first offered. In many cases where immigrant parents continued to receive benefits for their U.S.-born
children, they were made to feel like cheats in the welfare office
and were continually reminded by caseworkers that they did
not deserve the help they were getting.
Harassment and Humiliation
The centerpiece of GAIN is Job Club. This job readiness
course seeks to inculcate welfare recipients into the life skills
and workplace rules deemed essential to finding and keeping
a job. Despite the fact that most recipients have ample experience inthe work place, they are taught how to read the want
ads in the newspaper and how to approach employers when
asking for work, and they are lectured on the importance of
honesty, enthusiasm, and obedience in the workplace.
A strict dress code is enforced in Job Club and breaking the
code can get you kicked off of welfare. Latina immigrants described this dress code as one of the most humiliating aspects
of GAIN. They protested that they were treated like low-class
uneducated people who had no common sense concerning
basic rules of etiquette. For many, the dress code also showed
how out of touch GAIN was with their real opportunities in
the labor market. Required to attend GAIN and go job hunting
in business suits, they were sent to apply for jobs in factories, fast food restaurants, and janitorial services. Women like
Leticia Ramirez spoke of the shame they felt when showing
up "dressed up all elegant" to apply for a hotel housekeeping
job. Moreover, because most could not afford the office attire
required by GAIN, they were forced to stretch their budgets
to purchase clothing they would have no use for once they
started working.
Although GAIN is intended to offer recipients vouchers to
buy this required clothing, only one Latina in this study had
been informed of this benefit. Norma received a $50 voucher
for J.C. Penney's, a list of articles she was required to buy, and
was told her to return the next day with her shopping receipt.
However, as Norma explained:
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I got a skirt. It was forty-something, and I went back to
GAIN and said, "I can only afford a skirt." The worker
said, "You can. You can. I know it's hard, but you can't
look at the classy stuff." I said, "Well, you know what?
There isn't much you can get with $50." They want you
to be presentable. They want you to be dressy, but then
they want you to get the cheap stuff.
The dress code sets welfare recipients up as profoundly
alien from the work and class culture they must aspire to
and then puts them in their place once they attain it. In L.A.
County's extremely closed and racially segmented job market,
these Latinas will not find jobs as executive secretaries or paralegals and they cannot wear suits to be janitors or home health
care providers. "Dressing for success" becomes at once an
empty exercise and a form of ritual humiliation because these
women already know that the clothes they are being told to
wear are not appropriate for the jobs that are available.
The humiliation of Job Club is further compounded by the
fact that participants are offered limited practical assistance in
finding a job. Participants must report every morning to GAIN
-for the women in our study, the closest GAIN office was a
half-hour bus ride from their homes. From there, they are sent
out to look for work, and required to return at the end of the
day with five job applications. Instead of filling them out at
the place of employment, they were required to return the applications to the GAIN office as proof that they had been out
looking for work. This system was tremendously inefficient
as women often traveled 25 miles to a potential workplace,
once to pick up the application and later making another trip
to drop off the application. All of the Latinas in this study
endured months in Job Search without ever finding a job. The
vast majority grew so frustrated with the program that they
took themselves off of welfare as soon as they got even a parttime job, and for some, without getting a job at all.
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Any Job at Any Wage: Tracking and
Lack of Access to Educational Programs
Lupe: Man, I wanna get some real trainingso I can get a goodpayingjob!
According to these Latinas' own accounts, GAIN turns
asking for a job into a public spectacle, where they are monitored not just by the welfare state, but also by potential employers. Employers would encounter a crowd of people dressed
in business attire asking for applications, and know immediately that they had been sent by the welfare department. Not
only did this system set welfare recipients apart from other
job seekers, it further compounded the pressure these women
were experiencing from their GSW's to take any job they were
offered, even if it was part-time or temporary. As one woman
explained,
You have to have like a good, good reason not to take
[a job] because they know. Like a lot of interviews that
you go to, they know that you're going through this
program that's called GAIN and everything, and if
GAIN finds out that you didn't take a certain job, then
you're in trouble because they want to know exactly
why you didn't take that job. So, you're like being
forced to take any job you can get.
This observation that employers know when an applicant
is from GAIN and know the rules of the program illustrates the
ways that the surveillance of the welfare state radiates beyond
the walls of the GAIN office, reminding recipients that they
are being monitored at all times. It also raises the possibility
that employers are lowering their entry-level wages since they
know that welfare recipients are legally required to take any
job they are offered.
A recipient who does not find work is supposed to be referred by DPSS to a "vocational assessment" that will be used
to determine whether she will be enrolled in a 6-8 month training program. Margarita was sent through Job Club twice,
applied for over 200 jobs, had a month where she was left
alone, and then was ordered to undergo an English proficiency
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assessment that would determine if she qualified for computer
classes. But as she recalled,
When I went, I think that since my name sounds very
Mexican... I got there at 7:45 and my appointment was
at 8:10 and when I got there all of the people.. .I was
the first on the list and on the bottom there were other
people and all of the ones that were there were called
but they did not call me.
After waiting all day, Margarita was rescheduled for an appointment two weeks later. But in the interim she was offered
and forced to take a minimum wage housekeeping job at the
downtown Hilton Hotel. Fed up with the harassment of the
new welfare system, Margarita immediately took herself and
her children off of public assistance-even though she was
working only 15 hours per week and even though the new
job did not provide health benefits. During an interview conducted soon after she started working at the hotel, Margarita
explained that she would have preferred to take ESL and computer classes so as to improve her opportunities in the labor
market. But, as she concluded, "those of us who speak only
Spanish, they are just sending us directly to work."
Margarita was not the only one in the study to note a pattern
of discriminatory tracking between English and Spanish speakers in the GAIN program. Many women worried that GAIN
was denying vocational and basic education to Latina immigrants, especially those who need it the most. Nearly all of
the women in this study desired further education-ESL and
GED classes, real job training programs, and access to college.
They understood that it was through additional education that
they might transform their position in the labor market. Delia
explained,
Well, I think that you can get a lot of jobs like in
places where they don't pay you well. Like in sewing
factories, in places where they exploit people.. .And
what's more, with the new changes in welfare.. .they're
forcing people to take jobs where they don't pay them
well and where they are being exploited.
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The only two immigrant women in this study who were
referred to any sort of educational or vocational training
program were both younger bilingual Latinas who had completed a few years of high school in the United States. The
older immigrant women-those with very limited literacy and
English-language skills-were sent through Job Club over and
over again until they found a job or dropped out of the system
in frustration.
Welfare Research: What's Race Got to Do with It?
Herminia: I don't understandwhy the United States can't stand
Latinos. It's Latinos that are sustainingthe United States.
Many of the Mexican immigrant women who participated
in this study did so because it provided them with a forum
to publicly testify about the systematic disentitlement that
structures the welfare system and the American polity. These
women framed their own experiences with welfare reform
through a language of race and rights, protesting the racist ideologies, policies and practices that pervade both the welfare
system and the labor market, and that jointly contribute to
their marginalization in U.S. society. The prevailing discourse
of dependency made little sense to this group of immigrant
women who had to fight to gain access to their legal entitlements, and once inside the system endured verbal abuse from
caseworkers and frequent, arbitrary cuts in their family's benefits. Welfare was essential to their economic survival, but was
ultimately a temporary and undependable measure of protection against the vagaries of poverty and racism. Yet, although
Mexican immigrant women critiqued the particular failings of
the welfare system, they nevertheless held fast to the ideal of
welfare as a safeguard against economic exploitation and inequality. Linking their need for and right to public assistance
programs with the widespread racial discrimination, abuse,
and blocked opportunities they confront in U.S. society, these
Latinas reframed the problem of welfare reform as one of civil
rights and social justice.
Two years of ethnographic research in L.A. County documented that Mexican immigrant families were being illegally
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kicked off the welfare rolls; that racial inequities structured the
job opportunities and social services available to these women;
that Latinas said they needed real educational opportunities
to get ahead but were constricted to short-term and dead-end
soft skills and vocational training. Yet, when this ethnographic
data was reported to MDRC, it was treated as anecdotal stories
from the field, rather than valuable evidence of the ways that
policy was being implemented. And because this information could not be confirmed by welfare administrators in L.A.
County (who, when asked about it by MDRC, denied any
wrongdoing), the issue of racial discrimination was left out of
the Urban Change research agenda. 3
In this regard, MDRC is emblematic of problems pervasive
throughout the poverty knowledge industry, where the welfare
state figures prominently as a trusted source of data and often
a partner in research (O'Connor, 2002; Schram, 1995). Because
researchers are dependent on welfare offices for information
on the welfare population, there is often an accompanying
pressure on them not to be too critical of the welfare administration for fear of losing access. MDRC relied upon administrative records and interviews with federal and local welfare
authorities to construct its account of the implementation and
effects of PRWORA. Because they did not regard former and
ongoing recipients as a trusted source for evaluating welfare
bureaucratic practices and because they constructed no other
independent way to analyze the effectiveness of welfare administration, they could only rely on welfare staff to evaluate
themselves, littering their reports with quotes from caseworkers and administrators as to how the programs were working.
As a result, most reports issued by MDRC have painted an
overwhelmingly positive portrait of PRWORA, with criticism limited to technical recommendations for how to make
welfare reform run more smoothly and provide services more
effectively. Ignoring ethnographic evidence from L.A. County
and other Urban Change research sites of the racially disparate applications and effects of welfare reform policy, the issue
of racial discrimination was left out of MDRC's evaluation of
PRWORA. Instead, race was reduced to an ascriptive label to
differentiate between the "neighborhoods" and "populations"
studied in Urban Change, and to lend legitimacy to the project
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by suggesting that MDRC was inclusive and thorough in its
research on big cities and welfare reform.
The refusal to systematically investigate problems of entitlement and equity inside the welfare state stems from an
ideology of "political realism" prevalent in the poverty research industry more generally, and MDRC specifically, which
accepts the prevailing wisdom that institutions operate in fair
and open ways and that public assistance is no longer a tenable
or realistic solution to poverty in U.S. society (Schram, 1995).
Within the technicist framework of poverty knowledge, evidence of people being systematically purged from the welfare
rolls is interpreted as bureaucratic mishap and abuses of power
by individual caseworkers. Most large-scale evaluations of the
PRWORA, including the Urban Change study, have not been
concerned with whether poor people have been accessing the
rights and services they need, but instead whether TANF was
moving them off of welfare in an efficient and timely way.
Accordingly, they have reported the number of respondents
who have left welfare but largely do not describe the process
by which they got off of welfare. Such a research agenda takes
its cues from the larger political landscape. In post civil rights
American politics, there is a popular consensus that statesponsored racial discrimination was eradicated in the 1960s.
Consequently, there is a strict distinction drawn between the
ways the state discriminated in the past and the outlying individuals who might discriminate in the present-ignoring the
historical record that bureaucracy and caseworker discretion
were the keys to welfare discrimination fifty years ago, even in
the Jim Crow South.
In contrast to our analysis presented here, MDRC's studyand the reports derived from this data-have focused on individual paths off of welfare, and particularly on welfare-to-work
policies and their impact on recipients' income, employment,
and family life. This near-universal emphasis on welfare leaving
in public discourse has diverted public attention from a critical interrogation of the myriad factors that lead poor people to
apply for welfare and of their experiences inside the welfare
state. The Mexican immigrant women who participated in this
study challenged the focus on welfare leaving by refocusing
their interviews on their struggles to access public assistance
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and to hold on to the benefits that they and their children are
entitled to under law. As they insisted on talking over and over
again about how hard it is to get on and stay on welfare, the
women in this study redefined the problem of welfare, shifting
the focus from individual pathology and dependency, to issues
of civil rights, entitlement, and social justice.
Post-Civil Rights Politics and Racialized
Disentitlement: Back to the Future
Zoraida: Many caseworkers do not treat you right.... I had
one social worker who would say that the help that I received
was onlyfor my two daughters, and notfor the rest of us. She
would always say that the food stamps werefor them and not
for us. She was very racist because why did it matter to her?
Even if we weren't citizens, [my daughters] were and they
deserved it.
You control our lives and so far you've treated us like slaves.
You're responsiblefor the health and welfare of our children
but you're not interested in how we live. You sit up here on
the Hill and talk about building subways and bridges and
parking lots for the tourists and the people from suburbia.
... It's time to talk about the people who live here. It's time
to treat us like human beings. Etta Horn, of the Washington
D.C. Citywide Welfare Alliance, 1969
When we listen to women like Zoraida Jimenez talk about
welfare as a social right, we are reminded of the efforts of
welfare rights activists who fifty years ago fought to create a
universal system of social welfare that would ensure a dignified standard of living, and equal access and protection for
all poor families. These "welfare warriors" in the 1960s and
1970s, as historian Premilla Nadasen has termed them in her
study of the National Welfare Rights Organization, understood that racial inequality was the rule, not the exception, in
the nation's welfare system (Nadasen, 2005). Although women
of color were never unilaterally barred from receiving public
assistance, 'state's rights' and local control over welfare policy
ensured that welfare remained an almost exclusively white
entitlement during the first half of the twentieth century.
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Because states had control over most Progressive Era and later
New Deal programs, because "suitable homes" provisions
written into the 1935 law gave caseworkers discretion in whose
applications would be approved, and because white politicians and capitalists feared losing black women's agricultural
and domestic labor, black women were largely deemed ineligible for public aid, barred during the cotton harvesting season,
and intimidated from even applying (Katz, 1986; Mink, 1996;
Nadasen, 2005; Quadagno, 1996; Reese, 2005). In California and
the Southwest, local relief agencies shut their doors to Mexican
applicants (both U.S. and foreign-born), using federal welfare
funds instead to repatriate over one million ethnic Mexicans
during the 1930s (Guerin-Gonzales, 1994). By the 1950s, as
northern migration fueled the growth of low-income AfricanAmerican, Puerto Rican, and Mexican-American populations
in U.S. urban centers, public distaste for welfare rose sharply
and took on an increasingly racial tone. Once again, the economic interests behind welfare policy became abundantly
clear, as calls for welfare mothers to go to work in the late 1950s
emerged at the same time that local employers stood to profit
from the availability of a feminized and racialized labor force
(Reese, 2005). Part of the systematic exclusion of both African
Americans and Latinos from welfare programs thus rested on
the discretion of caseworkers, who held the power to give or
deny assistance and determine the amount, a much greater
discretion than the state had to determine access to or levels of
unemployment insurance or social security.
Fueled by age-old stereotypes of black and Latina women
as overly-sexual, irresponsible and lazy, welfare reform has
transported the nation back to the future, creating a system
where state's rights (today called "devolution" and "flexibility"), local control in setting benefit levels and sanction rules,
and tremendous caseworker discretion all work to mask systematic discrimination and disentitlement. In this regard,
PRWORA must be understood as an explicitly anti-civil rights
policy. It has eroded most of the protections hard-won by the
welfare rights movement, including greater transparency
and fairness in the application process, a universal system
of eligibility standards and benefit levels, increased accountability on the part of caseworkers along with an expanded
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set of rights for welfare clients to grieve unfair actions, and a
disentangling of welfare policy from local economic interests and politics. Indeed, the current welfare system bears a
close resemblance to that challenged by welfare activists fifty
years ago: As early as 1964, activists in New York City and
Milwaukee called on the welfare department to equally distribute "special grants" for school clothing and winter coats
that were closely guarded by caseworkers and doled out only
to "deserving" clients; today, as real cash and food stamp benefits have declined across the nation, most public assistance
comes in the form of "auxiliary services" (childcare vouchers,
bus passes, free clothing) under tight caseworker control and
discretion. Similarly, in the late 1960s, hundreds of Mexican
American welfare clients and social workers throughout L.A.
County took to the streets protesting the lack of Spanish speaking caseworkers and a welfare environment that was culturally
hostile to Latinos; today immigrants across the nation are being
turned away from benefits for which they are legally entitled,
and must navigate complicated welfare bureaucracies and procedures in a language that many cannot read or speak, though
they are legally entitled to materials in their own languages.
In 1967, rank-and-file activists across the nation organized to
protest new federal work requirements, arguing that the WIN
program would force them to "accept the same old inferior
training or jobs that have always been left to poor people."
By the turn of the twenty-first century, the majority of welfare
leavers who were employed were earning poverty wages in
non-union, dead-end jobs with no health benefits. And most of
the Latina immigrants we interviewed were in the same types
of jobs-cleaning hotel rooms and business offices, caring for
other people's children, sewing garments, soldering parts for
electronic appliances and re-stocking supermarket shelvesthat they had performed prior to welfare reform, and that have
historically been left to poor people.
However, whereas attention to racial discrimination was
seen as common-sense and vital to the welfare debate in the
1960s and 1970s, today any talk of race is cast as dangerously naive. Welfare reform was sold as a post-racial policy that
would extend opportunity to people on the margins by a white
Southern Democrat hailed as the nation's 'first black president.'
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To mention race, to be concerned about discrimination, was
thus cast as an anachronistic relic of the failed liberal thinking of the Sixties. Thus, despite ample evidence from the field,
most mega-studies have shied away from such investigation.
As MDRC President Gordon Berlin explained, "We didn't set
out to do a study of discrimination. We set out to do a study of
welfare reform." Unwilling to grant that researchers studying
the impacts of welfare reform might find it incumbent to look
at disparate and discriminatory impacts, Berlin alleged that
those who report discrimination in the welfare system "must
4
have set out to study discrimination in the welfare system."
By casting concern with discrimination as standing in the way
of the pragmatics of opportunity, supporters of welfare reform
have enabled a return to the past. By calling up a figment of
what discrimination looked like in the past-and by framing
an interest in race and discrimination as being mired in outdated ways of thinking-these research organizations and public
figures have inoculated many of the very same techniques that
enabled discrimination fifty years ago under the guise of a
hand-up for the future. Fundamentally, this post-racial frame
was key to the ideological success of welfare reform. For when
the women in this study and many others across the nation do
not make it out of poverty, when they cannot even access the
meager hand-up that welfare reform promised, they become
responsible for their own situations.
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(Endnotes)
1) Portions of this article are taken from our book Not Working:
Latina Immigrants,Low-Wage Jobs, and the Failureof Welfare Reform
(New York University Press, 2006).
2) The Mexican immigrant women who appear in this article
participated in one large-scale study of welfare reform: The
"Project on Devolution and Urban Change" (Urban Change Project
or UCP). Undertaken by MDRC, a Manhattan-based nonprofit
research organization, the Urban Change Project proposed to
track the effects of welfare reform in four urban counties-Los

96

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Angeles, Miami-Dade, Philadelphia, and Cleveland-Cuyahoga
County-across a period of five years, beginning in 1998. Financed
with over $26 million in research grants from private foundations
and some government funds, the UCP employed a virtual army
of demographers, economists, planners, and ethnographers
across the country in an effort to understand the multiple levels
of welfare reform, from local policy and administration to urban
neighborhoods and institutions to individual recipients and their
families. A multi-method study, the Urban Change Project was
organized into five interrelated but methodologically distinct
components: the Implementation Study; the Individual-Level
Impact Study; the Neighborhood Indicators Study; the Institutional
Study; and finally, the Ethnographic Study, which proposed to
"illuminate the effects of changes, in depth and over time, in how
approximately 40 welfare-reliant families in each site (L.A., Miami,
Philadelphia, and Cleveland) cope with the new rules and policies."
Alejandra Marchevsky conducted the ethnographic research that
serves as the basis of the article. That ethnographic data also served
as the Mexican immigrant ethnographic sample of the MDRC Los
Angeles study whose findings were subsequently written up and
published by MDRC.
3) The design and execution of the MDRC study was premised
on the assumption that the new welfare rules were being applied
fairly and consistently-this despite complaints from civil rights
and welfare rights groups across the nation, a mounting roster
of successful legal suits against welfare agencies, and reports
from welfare recipients in the UCP itself that welfare reform had
produced a sharp increase in disentitlement and discrimination
inside the system.
4) These quotes are taken from a meeting between Jeanne Theoharis
and Gordon Berlin on November 17, 2004 at MDRC's offices, in
order to clarify the philosophy, scope, and findings of the UCP.

Welfare and Family Economic Security:
Toward a Place-Based Poverty Knowledge

DEBORAH

A.

HARRIS

Texas State University-San Marcos
Department of Sociology

DOMENICO PARISI

Mississippi State University
Department of Sociology, Anthropology,
and Social Work

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 is viewed by many as a resounding
success. Its success, however, is predicated primarily on caseload
reduction rather than improvement of family well-being. In addition, provisions in the act ignore the importance of place in shaping
one's life chances. UsingAlice O'Connor'sinfluential book, Poverty
Knowledge, as a framework, we discussfindings from a qualitative
study that examines how low-incomefamilies planfor a life without
welfare in places with different opportunities and structuralconstraints.We find that returns to TANF are common among welfare
leavers and that place plays a role in influencing the decision to
use and return to welfare. The findings also suggest that states'
"one size fits all" welfare policiesfail to address the major needs of
low-income women attempting to move off TANF and that, until
adequatepolicies are created, economic insecurity and poorfamily
well-being will remain the norm for many former TANF recipients.
Key words: welfare reform, poverty, qualitative, interviews
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Introduction

It has been more than ten years since the passage of the 1996
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act (PRWORA). PRWORA has been hailed by many as a resounding success and is credited with reducing caseloads
of the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
Program by more than 50 percent. This measure of success,
however, says little about the effects of PRWORA on the dayto-day lives of low-income families and does not inform us
on whether low-income women are able to escape poverty by
finding jobs that provide economic security for themselves and
their children (Lichter & Jayacody, 2002). What is needed is a
new poverty knowledge that incorporates new methodologies
and perspectives to provide a multi-dimensional view of the
"success" of welfare reform and recommendations for ways
that public policy can improve the lives of poor American families (O'Connor, 2001).
O'Connor (2001) suggests that to create a "new" poverty
knowledge increased attention must be placed on historical
and socioeconomic contexts to examine the rise and persistence
of poverty. This includes considering research approaches that
examine the qualitative aspects of poverty, along with its cultural, political, and geographic boundaries (Wint & Frank,
2006). In doing so, we can create a poverty knowledge that reflects its personal, institutional, and spatial roots. Under the
new welfare reform system, a focus on context becomes even
more important as states have greater authority in designing
and implementing their TANF programs. States may, in fact,
create homogeneous welfare policies that are unable to assist
a heterogeneous population of welfare clients within diverse
settings (Coulton, 1996).
Drawing from a study of welfare reform in two non-metropolitan Mississippi counties, we provide an example in which
"place" is incorporated into a study of welfare exits and provides a view of barriers to work in these two distinctly different locales. Our primary goal is to highlight the complexities
of leaving welfare and make linkages to how these difficulties are shaped by place. We use data from two case studies
to provide insights into the lives of low-income women who
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attempt to make permanent exits from the TANF Program
and examine how the places in which they live constrain their
ability to become economically secure. This illustrates how
opportunities, place, and poverty are intricately linked in the
lives of low-income women seeking to make a better life for
themselves and their children and provides a contextualized
view of poverty (O'Connor, 2001).
Poverty Knowledge and Welfare Reform
In Poverty Knowledge, Alice O'Connor (2001) traces the
evolution of U.S. poverty research over the course of the 2 0th
century. She details how current poverty knowledge and its
research approaches and policy orientations reflect a shift
from broad, institutional-level questions about the nature of
poverty and inequality to a conceptualization of poverty as an
individual-level problem requiring the "reform" of the poor.
O'Connor also discusses the focus on the primarily quantitative conceptions of poverty, namely the welfare caseload, and
how poverty knowledge learned from other methodological
approaches is often less accepted within the scientific and
policy spheres of influence. With poverty conceptualized as an
individual issue, policy and research look for solutions aimed
at encouraging poor Americans to act responsibly-stay in
school, avoid premarital pregnancy and childbearing, and
obtain employment-with much less attention given to the
economic and social conditions that make it extremely difficult
for many poor Americans to achieve a life without welfare.
PRWORA represents a clear manifestation of a type of
poverty knowledge that emphasizes one's personal responsibility to avoid and escape material and social deprivation
(Parisi at al., 2006). One explicit goal of the legislation was to
promote job preparation and work so that low-income families
can rely on paychecks rather than welfare checks and move
onto a path to self-sufficiency. Under TANF, low-income families are denied benefits if they do not engage in allowable work
activities within two years of receiving assistance and are also
limited to receiving TANF for five years over their lifetimes.
After ten years, PRWORA has been proclaimed a success
insofar as it has reduced welfare caseloads across the nation.
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The country experienced dramatic declines in welfare rolls
with some states reporting caseload reductions of more than
80 percent (Lichter & Jayacody, 2002). Despite the fact that
many welfare clients moved into the workforce, many others
remain in poverty and continue to experience food insecurity and serious health issues that undermine their long-term
well-being and that of their children (Kneipp, 2000; Latimer,
2004; Lichter & Johnson, 2007; Lindhurst & Mancoske, 2006;
Loprest, 1999). Poor investment in human capital, such as the
decision by many states to not accept extended post-secondary
education as an allowable work activity, also compromised the
ability of the poor to secure, keep, and develop jobs (Beaulieu
et al., 2000; Pavetti & Acs, 2001). Similarly, underinvestment in
local resources seriously diminished the opportunities available for the poor to become self-sufficient (Parisi et al., 2006).
To be sure, the most vulnerable populations are located in
those places with fewer opportunities and greater barriers to
work (Latimer, 2004; Parisi et al., 2005). Such findings indicate
that poverty is not simply a matter of personal responsibility
but also a matter of the opportunities and structural conditions
of the places in which the poor live. Thus, the assumptions that
underscored the welfare reform process clearly call for a new
poverty knowledge.
The Importance of Place
The term "place" is most often used to refer to a particular
geographic location. However, place also delineates the social
and cognitive meanings of a local community (Wilkinson,
1991). Places have distinct normative environments dictated
by their ecological, demographic, economic, political, and
cultural characteristics. For low-income women, the places
in which they are situated determine opportunities and constraints to planning a life that does not involve welfare (Wilson,
1987). For example, places with high concentrations and persistence of poverty, clear divisions along class and racial lines,
and, most importantly, histories of underdevelopment provide
limited prospects for low-income families to move onto a path
of self-sufficiency. Unlike prospering places, distressed places
undermine the very principle of the 1996 welfare legislation
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in several important ways. First, poor single mothers can be
denied assistance or benefits because of their inability to meet
work requirements due to the lack of local economic opportunities. Second, in places with very unstable economies and labor
markets that offer primarily temporary or part-time jobs, poor
women are more likely to exhaust their time limits. Third, in
poor places, women trying to leave welfare incur an additional cost to securing and retaining employment due to the lack
of services such as childcare and transportation. Fourth, the
absence of social support and civic organizations often makes
welfare the only form of assistance to poor single mothers in
poor places. Lastly, the absence of a middle class affects the
cultural responses to welfare reform and reinforces the persistence of poverty, as low-income families become further
removed from mainstream American culture (Wilson, 1987).
To be sure, the places in which poor single mothers are situated not only influence decisions regarding family, work, and
welfare but also attitudes, norms, and values that influence
such decisions (Blank, 2005). Unfortunately, current welfare
policy fails to take into account the tremendous variations of
conditions across places (Coulton, 1996). The accepted poverty
knowledge has also paid less attention to place as an important contextual factor that impacts the continuation of poverty
(O'Connor, 2001). Our research uses place as a conceptual and
analytical tool to examine differences in processes and mechanisms through which low-income African American women
engage in work and family decisions.
Lee and Coahoma Counties
We selected two non-metropolitan counties to serve as
case studies for three primary reasons: 1) counties serve as
the administrative unit for carrying out the policies of welfare
reform; 2) county economic characteristics can provide a sense
of the local labor market and indicate how well low-income
women could transition from welfare to work; and 3) much of
the welfare reform literature has been concentrated on urban
areas and neglects to address the diversity of rural places which
are most often county centered (Whitener, Weber, & Duncan,
2002). Lee and Coahoma County were selected to represent
two non-metropolitan Mississippi counties with very different
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socioeconomic conditions. Lee County is located in the northeastern section of the state. The tremendous population growth
in its county seat, Tupelo, has resulted in the non-metropolitan
county's designation as a micropolitan' area. As a whole, Lee
County has a population of 75,755 residents. According to the
2000 Census, the population of Lee County is 73 percent white,
24 percent black, and one percent Hispanic. Over one-fourth
of the population in Lee County has less than a high school
education. Thirteen percent of the county lives in poverty, and
Lee County reported an unemployment rate of nearly five
percent, which is lower than the state average. The economy of
Lee County has seen growth in recent years, and the industry
structure in Lee County is characterized by high percentages
of residents employed in the manufacturing (28 percent) and
service (27 percent) industries. Lee County is also known for
its high levels of civic participation and its strong non-profit
sector available to provide food, childcare, and other forms of
assistance to its low-income residents (Grisham, 1999).
Coahoma County is located in the Mississippi Delta region,
which has historically been characterized by poverty, under-development, and racial inequality. Coahoma County has 30,622
residents and is more traditionally nonmetropolitan than Lee
County. The population of Coahoma County is overwhelmingly black (69 percent), with whites and Hispanics representing 29 percent and one percent of the population, respectively.
Approximately 38 percent of Coahoma County residents report
less than a high school education and about 36 percent of the
population lives in poverty: both percentages are higher than
the state average. Coahoma County is dominated by service
sector employment with 42 percent of workers employed in
this industry. Although Coahoma County has an unemployment rate greater than 10 percent, recent growth of the casino
industry in neighboring Tunica County has provided job opportunities for low-income women in the area.
Methodology
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with African
American women living in these two non-metropolitan
counties and who had experience using the TANF Program.
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Twenty-six women were interviewed in Lee County and 30
women participated from Coahoma County for a total of 56 interviews. The participants were recruited via a snowball sampling technique that began with referrals from a local organization that served welfare clients. The researchers also used an
internet telephone directory that listed the names and phone
numbers of individuals living in subsidized housing complexes to recruit respondents.
The interviews took place between June and December
2003 and were conducted in participants' homes, homes of
friends and family, workplaces, and the office of the local organization that assisted in recruitment. The interviews were
semi-structured and included a section on demographic characteristics and household earnings and expenditures. Openended questions sought information about welfare entries and
exits, welfare-exiting strategies, and barriers to exiting TANF
and remaining off the program. To help structure the interviews, a life history calendar was used to facilitate recall and
guide the women through the discussion about the timing and
duration of their welfare spells, as well as events that occurred
in relation to these time frames. The interviews lasted between
30 and 90 minutes, and each of the participants received 20
dollars for their participation.
Each of the interviews was transcribed verbatim and analyzed for emergent themes. The researchers engaged in open
coding, followed by guided coding informed by our interest
in understanding the process of moving off welfare and the
conditions faced by families who had left TANF. The researchers compared codes regularly to discuss data interpretation.
Finally, our findings were compared across the two counties to
better understand how distinct historical and socioeconomic
conditions may encourage or thwart welfare exits and family
well-being following an exit. In the analysis below, we rely
upon the words of our participants to best illustrate the complexities of their lives.
Description of Participants
Table 1 reports descriptive statistics of the 56 African
American women who participated in our study. Lee County
participants were, on average, 28 years old. Eighteen of the
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Table 1: Characteristics of Study Participants by County, in
Percentages
Lee County
Coahoma County
Variable
N=26
N=30
Average Age
Marital Status
Single
Married
Divorced/Separated
Cohabitating
Number of Children
One Child
Two Children
Three Children
Four Children
Five Children
Education Level
Less than High School
High School Degree
Some College
College Degree
Current living situation
Living in Own Household
Living with a Partner
Living with Parents
Living with Friend/Relative

27.5

25.4

69.2
0.0
30.8
0.0

93.3
0.0
3.3
3.3

26.9
38.5
19.2
15.4
0.0

26.7
36.7
33.3
0.0
3.3

50.0
15.4
30.8
3.8

40.0
26.7
26.7
6.7

84.6
0.0
11.5
3.8

55.2
3.4
20.7
20.7

participants had never been married while eight had either
separated from a spouse or divorced. Over half the Lee County
participants had two or fewer children and only four participants had as many as four children. Half of the Lee County
participants had not completed high school by the time of their
interviews, but eight of the women had some college education, although none of these women had completed a degree.
Almost all of the Lee County participants lived in their own
household, with a few of the women living with either their
parents or with a friend or other relative.
The Coahoma County participants were 25 years old on
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average. Only one of the participants from Coahoma County
had ever been married. One woman was cohabiting with her
boyfriend, while the overwhelming majority had never been
married. Eight of the women had only one child at the time of
their interviews, while eleven women had two children and
ten women had three children. Forty percent of the Coahoma
County participants had less than a high school degree. Most
of the remaining women were evenly distributed into the high
school degree and some college experience categories. Two of
the participants had completed a college degree. While over
half the participants lived in their own households, over forty
percent of the women lived with either their parents, a friend,
or another family member.
Some differences between the two groups included agethe Lee County participants were, on average, older than
the women from Coahoma County; marital status-the Lee
County group included women with more diverse marital-relationship histories while in contrast the Coahoma County
participants were predominantly single; and household composition-Lee County participants were more likely to have
established their own households through the use of housing
assistance programs, while more of the Coahoma County participants lived with family or friends. These differences arise
from both the sampling procedure and conditions in the local
communities. Our use of a snowball sample did not allow us to
match clients from across the two counties. Additionally, conditions at the county level, such as the quality of the local marriage market and the availability of subsidized housing, may
account for differences in marital status and housing choices
between the two groups of participants.
Exiting Welfare in Lee County
Our interviews with the participants suggest that leaving
TANF was a complicated process, as each county contained
a distinct context that affected how the women approached
exiting welfare. According to the women in Lee County, recent
economic growth did not necessarily result in increased opportunities for work. One woman recalled how manufacturing
plants were "closing every day" leaving few options for those
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with limited amounts of human capital. Another explained
that the "medical field and restaurant [jobs are] about the only
thing you can find." These jobs were typically low-paying
positions in the service sector, such as fast food workers and
nursing home attendants. Almost every Lee County participant had held one of these jobs at some point, which offered
non-standard hours incompatible with raising children and
demanding physical labor with few medical benefits.
Despite the problems with service sector employment,
the women in Lee County expressed the belief that they had
little choice other than to accept these jobs. There was limited
job training offered to welfare clients in Lee County and job
readiness classes focused on teaching the social norms of the
job application process and on-the-job behavior. According to
Broughton (2003) this focus is common among welfare training programs. For our participants, the information provided
ranged from how to fill out applications to basic work ethic
and hygiene issues. Women who had gone to such classes believed the training was a waste of their time, as many of them
had already been successful at obtaining a job in the past.
Participants expressed mild anger because of the simplistic
nature of the material, with one woman stating vehemently,
"I'm not gonna sit up in them classes and you tell me how to
go get a job [when] I know how to GET a job." In her opinion,
resources were better directed at improving the types of jobs
available in Lee County in order to reduce welfare usage.
Job options were further limited due to state policy
choices. In Mississippi, TANF rules focus on immediate job
placement and do not allow most post-secondary education
to meet TANF work requirements. This frustrated several of
our participants who were attending programs at a local community college: these women believed that degrees in education and other fields would provide better long-term opportunities for their families than accepting the first service sector
job they were offered. As one woman explained, "I really
want to wait [to go back to work] until I get my degree and
do what I really want to be doin' instead of, you know, maybe
working at McDonald's." In her opinion, TANF policies should
support poor single mothers who were trying to earn more
education and continue to provide benefits to students. As she
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emphasized, "It's not like I'm here in the bed all day, because
I'm not."
Exiting Welfare in Coahoma County
In Coahoma County, the major barrier to moving from
welfare to work was the lack of jobs in the area. Many of the
participants commented that quite simply "there's no jobs
here." One woman recalled how she had waited for more than
two years for a job to open up at a grocery store that was within
walking distance to her home. This job never materialized and,
at the time of her interview, she had switched her hopes to a
coveted job at a new clothing store in town. If this job came
through, she explained, "Then I'm a off of TANE"
While Coahoma County provided few jobs for welfare
clients, neighboring Tunica County had experienced major
growth in its casino industry and the casinos actively recruited
welfare clients from Coahoma County to work in housekeeping, food service, and related service jobs. In fact, all of the
training classes mentioned by the women in Coahoma County
were aimed at teaching housekeeping and other skills needed
for casino jobs. One woman explained, "If you go down here
and take a class, eventually they gonna put you on a job somewhere at one of the casinos."
At first glance, casino jobs appeared to be "good" jobs
because employees were paid more than minimum wage,
sometimes 10 dollars per hour. However, few of our participants expressed a desire to go to work at the casinos. This was
due to two major factors. First, new employees were often required to work graveyard shifts, requiring women to be away
from their children overnight; these shifts were problematic
because of the limited available options for nighttime childcare.
One woman recalled how she had quit a casino job because it
required her teenage children to be alone overnight: "[P]eople
used to come out too much at the house at night and knock on
the doors. So, I just started gettin' me a daytime job so I could
be home with my kids at night." She was able to find another
job as a custodian at a local school, although this job paid less
than what she previously earned at the casino.
The second drawback to casino work was related to transportation. The casinos were located in neighboring Tunica

108

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

County, approximately 45 miles away. There was a bus service
to transport workers to their jobs, but the limited bus routes
did not include stops to pick up or drop off children at childcare providers. In addition, the routes were scheduled so that
there were often several hours between the time buses would
leave Coahoma County and when shifts began at the casino.
One woman recounted some of the troubles she experienced
with "going up the road" and recalled:
[Slometimes you have to leave like two or three hours
before you have to be at work [to catch a bus]... and
then it'd take you about two or three hours to get back
sometimes... that's a long time, especially when you
have kids to see about.
For women who avoided casino work, it was very difficult
to find jobs locally. When jobs did become available, the women
were often expected to begin work immediately-something
that was impossible to do without childcare and transportation
assistance. Two of our participants recalled losing job opportunities because they could not find affordable childcare at the
spur of the moment. According to the Coahoma County participants, there were few sources of assistance available outside
of kin and friendship networks. Even women who used family
members and friends to provide childcare or transportation
found it difficult to continue working when their support networks were disrupted by changes in job shifts, health problems, or personal emergencies.
Post-Welfare Experiences: A "Successful" Transition?
Once in low-paying service jobs, welfare clients in the two
counties found themselves facing two likely scenarios. First,
there was the possibility that they would not be given enough
hours to meet their TANF work requirements and they would
cease to receive benefits. This problem was mostly present
in Lee County, where service sector jobs were more plentiful
but rarely translated into full-time work. Several women described having to juggle multiple jobs just to meet their work
requirements and one participant recalled how the TANF
Program "dropped me because I wasn't getting' enough
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hours." However, if the women were able to meet their work
requirements, then their modest job earnings were sometimes
enough to barely raise their families over the TANF eligibility
threshold.
On paper, both of these scenarios would be recorded as
TANF exits and therefore a success for welfare reform. However,
following these exits, participants recalled a period of economic vulnerability often brought on by a loss of support services.
A participant from Lee County, who had exited TANF only to
return to the program later, explained her options: "[I1f I do get
a job and I'm on TANF, they cut my food stamps and I have
to buy food.. .buying food and all that stuff and my checks be
only 200 dollars every two weeks? That's not.. .it ain't gonna
do it." Another woman described how her income-based
rent at her subsidized apartment jumped from three dollars a
month to 94 dollars soon after she got a job at a local fast food
restaurant. While her rent was still relatively low, this sudden
increase proved to be a major burden. Other women discussed
how reductions in support services did not allow families time
to "get on their feet" during the welfare-to-work transition.
Losing these benefits also made it hard to apply for better jobs.
As a participant from Coahoma County explained, it was difficult to get "organized" without childcare and transportation
assistance in order to line up better employment.
The women responded somewhat differently to these
losses depending on their location. In both counties, the loss
of transportation and childcare assistance led to piecemeal
arrangements being made with friends and family. These arrangements were notoriously unreliable and their subsequent
uncertainty could lead to job loss and returns to welfare.
However, in Lee County, there were several nonprofit groups
available to assist with family needs. Ten of the Lee County
participants had turned to local non-profit organizations for
help, while only five of the women from Coahoma County had
done so. The type of assistance available also varied by county.
The women in Lee County had access to organizations that
provided childcare, clothing, transportation, and economic assistance with monthly bills. These services, however, were very
limited in Coahoma County. Those from Coahoma County primarily turned to family and friends, which stretched available
community resources even more.
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Discussion and Conclusion

Our findings suggest that the focus on caseload reductions as an indicator of the success of welfare reform may not
provide the full picture of either family sacrifices preceding
welfare exits or family well-being following an exit. We offer
evidence on how place matters for poverty policy by presenting data from two counties that offer different opportunities
for women attempting to move off welfare. In Lee County, jobs
were plentiful but often fell within the low-paying service industry. Our participants sometimes worked multiple jobs just
to meet their TANF work requirements and then faced losing
valuable support services if their income ever rose above the
TANF eligibility threshold. State rules regarding higher education made it difficult for the women to increase their human
capital levels while providing for their families. The major
concerns in Coahoma County were centered around a lack of
jobs in the area, as well as a need for reliable sources of public
transportation. Without better transportation systems, the
women in Coahoma County found themselves weighing the
benefits of employment opportunities at the casinos in neighboring Tunica County versus long hours away from family.
The conditions in Lee and Coahoma County, and the choices
welfare clients make in response to these conditions, represent
long-term economic and social trends that have impacted the
ability for low-income women to transition off of welfare and
to secure jobs that provide economic security for themselves
and their children. Policy responses to poverty must take these
contexts into account. More attention, for example, should be
given to increasing educational opportunities to ensure that
low-income women in Lee County are not left behind due
to industrial shifts. Conditions in Coahoma County suggest
that a focus on local job promotion and local transportation
infrastructure is needed to bring needed jobs to the area and
provide the needed workers. Such place-based policies can
help provide not just the means for welfare exits, but actual
economic mobility for low-income families.
In Poverty Knowledge, O'Connor challenges poverty researchers to look beyond the easy answers and to focus on
context and the application of new methodologies to address
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issues of poverty. We have sought to do that. Although limited
to two Mississippi counties, our research illustrates how
aspects of the local context can be used in studies of poverty
and welfare reform, especially to inform welfare policymakers
on the importance of place in framing welfare policies and programs. Above all, welfare policy must be created with knowledge of the potential impacts it can have on low-income families. Future research can learn from this approach and seek to
create a "new" poverty knowledge that acknowledges a diversity of methodological approaches and an understanding of
contexts, including place-based contexts, to help incorporate
the voices of low-income women into the research and policy
debates.
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(Endnotes)
1) Micropolitan areas have at least one urban cluster of 10,000 or
more inhabitants but less than 50,000 and often include more than
one county. Any nonmetropolitan areas that fail to meet these
criteria are defined as noncore areas, which are delineated by single
county boundaries (OMB, 2003).
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One of the primary goals of the 1996federal welfare reform legislation was to reduce dependency on cash transfers and to promote
self-sufficiency through employment in the paid labor force. This
paper draws upon a qualitativestudy of 18 Iowa welfare recipients
and tracks changes that occur over a three-year,post-reform period.
Thick descriptions highlight the internalfamily dynamics of the
choices made over time. The purposes of the study are twofold:first,
to document changes in family composition, employment, housing, and program participation,and second, to report how recipients experience such changes. Findings reveal that the 11 families
who left the cash benefit program were usually still dependent on
Food Stamps, Medicaid,and other need-based programs to supplement family income. Income sources within families were often
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or Social Security Disability Income (SSDI) payments. In addition, chronic health problems plagued most families still receiving
cash benefits, and those cycling on and off cash benefits experienced frequent changes in employment and/orfamily composition.
Key words: welfare reform, working poor, TANF, panel study

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, September 2008, Volume XXXV, Number 3

115

116

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) made major changes
in the support provided to low-income families with children.
The legislation eliminated the Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC) entitlement program and replaced it with
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grants
to the states. TANF programs required most welfare recipients
to work, and limited their receipt of cash grants to a maximum
cumulative period of 60 months. Although states were given
considerable flexibility in the implementation of the law, there
were clearly-defined federal requirements: each year, an increasing proportion of the welfare caseload was expected to
be in the workforce or involved in work-related activities, and
recipients who failed to cooperate could be sanctioned.
As a result of the early AFDC waiver reforms, a healthy
economy, and the new requirements of PRWORA, the late
1990s witnessed unprecedented declines in welfare caseloads.
Supporters of the law, including President Clinton, declared
welfare reform a success. Critics, however, questioned whether
leaving welfare was an end in itself and began looking for
evidence of how families who were on welfare when TANF
was implemented were now faring. One result of this query
was the emergence of a proliferation of studies that examined
the situations of former recipients of cash assistance, termed
welfare "leavers."
Much of what is known about welfare leavers comes from
15 location-based studies1 funded by the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services. Each study focused on a cohort of
leavers, typically using administrative data to monitor subsequent use of welfare programs with links to employment and
earnings data from the Unemployment Insurance program. In
most cases, data were supplemented with household surveys
that provided information not available from other sources.
Most of the studies observed leavers at one year (at most two
years) following exit from the TANF system. One of the 15
studies investigated a cohort who left Iowa's TANF program
(called the Family Investment Program or FIP) in mid-1999
(Kauff, Fowler, Franker & Milliner-Waddell, 2001). In addition, national surveys such as the National Survey of Families
(NSAF), the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), and the
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Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) offered insights on the well-being of those who left welfare.
This study, which tracks changes in employment, housing,
program participation and family composition that occur over
a post-reform period among 18 Iowa families, contributes to
the literature on former recipients of cash benefits-leaversin several ways. First, the longitudinal investigation follows
the respondents for three years-longer than most leaver
studies. The wider window of observation, coupled with six
different contacts for each family, provides the opportunity to
gain a better sense of the dynamics in family composition, employment, housing and program participation that occur over
time. Such dynamics are often masked, even in panel studies,
because analyses often consider data at only two points in
time. Second, the study adds in-depth, qualitative data to the
mix of leaver studies that are predominantly quantitative investigations. Qualitative methods permit us to offer thick descriptions of families that contribute to our understanding of
the daily lives and choices of recipient families. Finally, unlike
typical leaver studies which track only those who exit welfare,
this detail is available for all recipients: those who have left
cash benefit programs, those still receiving benefits, and those
cycling on and off programs.
Previous Research
Leaver studies have generally attempted to assess the
overall well-being of former welfare recipients using both objective and subjective measures. Surveys have tracked income
and a few studies have asked direct questions of whether
leavers were better off since exiting welfare. Because income
does not capture all aspects of well-being, many studies have
investigated the extent to which leavers experienced material
hardship.
For example, roughly half of all leavers in both the NSAF
and the Iowa leaver survey reported living below the poverty
line (53% and 47%, respectively); only one in five Iowa leavers
had incomes above 185% of the poverty level (making them
ineligible for most forms of government assistance). One in
three Iowa leavers reported food insecurity; one in four had
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difficulty paying for housing, but few (7%) were ever without a
place to live. Half of the Iowa leavers indicated that they were
"better off" compared to their standard of living before exiting
the system, one in three said their well-being had not changed,
and 19% reported being "worse off" (Kauff et al., 2001).
In 2004, Gregory Acs and Pamela Loprest synthesized
findings from the 15 location-based leaver studies and supplemented these results with analyses of several nationally representative longitudinal data sets. They found that leavers who
remained off welfare were a very heterogeneous group. Some
may have obtained good jobs, while others likely left welfare
through changes in living arrangements or by transitioning to
other programs such as Supplemental Security Income (SSI),
Social Security, and/or child support (p. 44). Those who exited
and remained off TANF were more likely to receive transitional supports such as subsidized child care, public health insurance, or help with other transitional expenses (Litt, Gaddis,
Fletcher & Winter, 2000; Loprest, 2002). On average, about
three in five leavers worked nearly full time in the service industry at mean hourly wages ranging from $7.50 to $8.74. In
general, workers did not have a comprehensive set of benefits and often experienced periods of joblessness (see Acs &
Loprest, 2001; Hofferth, Stanhope, & Harris, 2002; Kauff et al.,
2001; Loprest, 2001; Richer, Savner, & Greenberg, 2001).
Acs and Loprest's overall conclusion about leavers was
that, while many work, some cannot. Most were no worse off
than they were while on welfare, although some had prospered and others had foundered. By and large, families that
left welfare joined the ranks of the working poor-generally
better off than they were on welfare, yet still facing substantial
hardships. A significant minority of leavers, about one in five,
left welfare without a job, remained jobless for long periods
of time, and had no visible means of support (Acs & Loprest,
2004, chap. 7).
Understanding how leavers have fared is an important
first step in discovering if federal or state policy interventions are warranted to help them meet their basic needs in the
short term and to attain self-sufficiency in the long run. Using
mixed methods, we began to explore some of the puzzles that
large-scale studies leave unanswered: What pushes or pulls
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recipients off the welfare rolls and into jobs? What are the stresses in balancing work and families for those at the bottom of
the economic ladder? Clues identified from qualitative studies
may suggest directions for future demonstration projects and
for additional research that goes beyond the caseload decline
discussions and explores more meaningful ways of designing
policies and programs that support broader goals of improved
family well-being.
Methods
Data for this study come from a series of in-depth interviews with families who were receiving FIP payments in mid1997. This study was one phase of a comprehensive study of
welfare reform in Iowa (Fletcher, Flora, Gaddis, Winter & Litt,
2000; Fletcher et al., 1999) that included case studies of seven
communities ranging from an extremely rural community with
a population of 1,800 to a growing metropolitan community of
109,000. A sample of five names in each community was selected randomly from the FIP lists and the initial interview was
conducted in the fall of 1997. The respondent, usually an adult
female and the primary caregiver for the children, remained
the primary contact through all six interviews.
The first five interviews were conducted about six months
apart; the sixth interview, in 2001, was conducted about one
year after the fifth interview. Because the focus of the current
study is on family change over the course of the six interviews,
only the 18 households with whom all six interviews were conducted are included in this study.
Frequency distributions of demographic and program participation characteristics were prepared to describe the patterns of changes among the 18 families. The crux of this paper,
however, is the analysis of the text data from the interview
transcriptions. Of interest are changes in family characteristics
and changes in household composition, housing, employment,
and the receipt of welfare benefits. The qualitative analysis is
organized around the pattern of changes in the receipt of cash
benefits over the six interviews.
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Findings
Family Characteristicsand Changes over Time
At the first interview, five respondents were under age 25
and six were over 35 years old. At the last interview, none of the
respondents was under 25 years old. Half of the respondents
had some college or technical training; over the course of the
interviews, one respondent completed her bachelor's degree,
and a second her Associate of Arts (AA) degree. Others completed Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN) programs. Advances in
education were instrumental in helping some of the respondents qualify for better jobs. Respondents reported that their
overall health improved from the first interview to the last.
Seven respondents were employed full time at the beginning
of the interviews and six were employed full time at the last
interview.
Only one family owned their home at the first interview but
over the course of the study, home ownership was achieved by
five other respondents. Six of the families lived in the same
dwelling over the course of the interviews while two of the
families lived in four different residences between the first and
sixth interviews.
Household composition among the families over the time
period ranged from no change in household composition in
six of the families to an increase-typically due to the birth
of an infant-in six of the families. The remaining six families
experienced both increases and decreases in family size but
none of the 18 families had a decrease in family size that lasted
over the course of the interviews. The overall distribution of
marital status was identical at the first interview and the last:
seven households were headed by a single woman, five were
headed by a cohabiting couple, and six by a married couple.
The identical distribution at the two points in time masked internal changes, however: one cohabiting couple married, one
married couple divorced and then cohabited, one cohabiting
couple split up, and two women without partners at the beginning were married or cohabiting at the last interview.
The relationships among changes in employment status
and changes in program participation further illuminated the
dynamics of leaving welfare. Eleven families were leavers,
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exiting the FIP program over the course of the interviews
and not returning within the interview period. Of those, six
were employed, four were still receiving Food Stamps, and
eight were receiving Medicaid benefits at the sixth interview
(see Table 1). Three of the leavers were getting Supplemental
Security Income (SSI) payments and two were receiving Social
Security Disability Income (SSDI).
Table 1. Tracking employment, Food Stamps and Medicaid receipt
in 2001 by patterns of Family Investment Program (FIP) use over
the course of interviews, 18 families
FIP Pattern
Leavers (11)

Stayers (4)

Cyclers (3)

1997

6

0

2

2001

6

1

2

1997

7

4

3

2001

4

4

2

1997

10

4

3

2001

8

4

3

1997

3

2

0

2001

3

3

1

1997

1

0

0

2001

2

0

0

Employment

Receipt of Food Stamps

Receipt of Medicaid

Receipt of SSI

Receipt of SSDI

Four families continued to receive FIP benefits throughout
the study; these FIP "stayers" were all receiving Food Stamps
and Medicaid. Three families cycled off and on the FIP program
over the six interviews: two "cyclers" were employed at the
last interview, but were still receiving assistance in the form of
Food Stamps, and all three were on Medicaid.
The Context of Change
Although informative, the descriptive statistics only give a

122

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

general sense of the dynamics of household change, employment, and the receipt of benefits. Qualitative analyses, however,
can provide a better picture of the struggles in the lives of lowincome families. To highlight the variety of changes families
experienced, we provide detailed descriptions of three of the
18 families, a leaver, a stayer, and a cycler. We supplement
these descriptions with examples from other families in the
same category, when appropriate.
Leavers. The array of reasons that the 11 leavers exited FIP
is striking: some joined the ranks of the working poor; others
became more reliant on SSI or Social Security disability payments; others struggled with insufficient income and barriers
to employment; and some left FIP because they no longer had
dependent children in their care. In all cases, couple-headed
households tended to be better off because of the two earners'
wages.
Jody, 32, and Pete, 33, her live-in partner, and Jody's two
daughters, ages 7 and 3, are an example of a couple-headed
household in this category. They live in Pete's house, which
they rent from his mother for $250 a month, plus utilities;
they are hoping to buy it. They own two vehicles-a minivan,
which is Jody's transportation, and a pickup that Pete uses to
get to work.
Jody is a day care provider and her business is at capacity
-caring for five children in addition to her younger daughter-at the first interview. Children begin arriving at 7:00 a.m.
and the last one is usually picked up by 6:00 p.m. She charges
$65 a child per week, $95 for two siblings. She has children in
her home between 50 and 60 hours a week and grosses $290
a week. Despite the long hours and low wages, Jody prefers
work that allows her to care for her preschooler in her home.
The number of children in Jody's care, however, varies seasonally. When she is not full, she works part-time jobs to make
up for the lost revenue. She could fill her daycare slots if she
would offer longer hours for care: "I've had some phone calls,
but they're just for nights and I don't want to babysit nights."
By the last interview, her daycare is once again full, so she has
dropped her part-time jobs.
Pete works as a mechanic, 10 hours a day, 4 days a week.
He earns $320 a week unless he gets overtime, which typically
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happens a couple of times a month. He receives steady pay
increases that, coupled with overtime work, improve their economic position. Pete has health insurance through his job; Jody
and the girls are covered by Medicaid. Jody says that she and
the girls could be covered by his health insurance plan if she
and Pete were married, but the cost of family health coverage
would take a large chunk out of Pete's paycheck. In addition to
Medicaid, Jody and her daughters also receive Food Stamps.
Without a partner's earnings, Jody's "full" family daycare
business does not generate enough income to put Jody and her
girls above the poverty line. Jody's multiple jobs, Pete's overtime pay, and access to Medicaid and Food Stamps provide for
the needs of this working poor family. Given the job opportunities in their rural community, it seems unlikely that Jody and
Pete will see major improvements in their incomes any time
soon, but, through hard work, they have left the welfare rolls.
Other leavers in our study illustrate the important role that
disability income payments have come to play in providing
a base income other than FIP. Marilyn, 40, is living with two
daughters, Amanda, 17, and Angie, 6, at the first interview.
She has serious physical health issues, and also suffers from
mental illness. She takes medication for depression and psychotic episodes, and is under care of a mental health counselor
and a psychiatrist.
In the early interviews, Marilyn is working with an inhome counselor on parenting skills to address what she describes as a chaotic relationship with her children. Angie is
removed from the home before the third interview. Amanda is
no longer living with her at the fourth interview-she has had
a baby and is now living on her own. Marilyn is alone at the
fourth and fifth interviews. At the sixth interview, Amanda's
infant son has been placed in foster care, and Amanda, with her
fiance, is back living with her mother. Despite major changes
in household composition over the interview period, a simple
comparison of household size at the first and last interviews
would mask these changes.
Marilyn is supported by Social Security and SSI, and is
living in subsidized housing. She loses her FIP benefits when
Angie is removed from the home, but receives Food Stamps
and Medicaid throughout the interview period. Without a
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phone or car and little contact with family or friends, Marilyn
is quite isolated. Physical and mental health problems contribute directly to her inability to handle the stresses of balancing
roles of employment and family. The hallmarks of intergenerational poverty are evident in this family, somewhat ironically
categorized as a welfare leaver.
Several families have both a disabled husband or partner
and a disabled child. The women in these families typically
say that caring for their families is their full-time job; they see
no logic in attempting to work outside the home. Connie, the
mother of two sons ages 6 and 4, spends amazing amounts of
energy dealing with the educational and health care systems
to get the support needed for her older son, who is autistic.
Her husband, plagued by physical health problems and depression, is a truck driver at the first interview; by the sixth
interview, he is unemployed and receiving Social Security
Disability Income: "It's been a godsend because we feel we can
go on with life and not worry about where the next dollar is
coming from."
Connie's autistic son is on Medicaid and receives SSI payments and it is clear that, without her advocacy, those benefits
would not have been forthcoming. She tells of having to travel
from their small community as much as 150 miles for evaluation by a physician approved by the Department of Human
Services, and of needing to take a proactive stance with the
school to get the in-school services her son needs. None of
the teachers nor their aides have any experience with autism:
"They're learning.. .we're all learning together." The family
finally moves to cheaper housing in a different county, where
services for her son are in the community, rather than 40 miles
away. At the last interview, things are better because her sons
and husband are finally covered by Medicaid. Connie is uninsured, however: "Just to get insurance is $400 to $500 a month.
I can't swing it and don't feel I should take that kind of money
away from the family for my health insurance." Her best bet
would be to get a job with benefits, but "I really can't do that
because of his [her spouse's] disability and the kids. With [her
son's] disability, I need to be on call." At the fifth interview,
Connie reports that life is better than at the first interview, a
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tribute to her intelligence and tenacity in dealing with the multiple support systems that intersect with her family.
Stayers. The four stayers in our study illustrate the challenges that many long-term recipients face. Some have remained on FIP because of custodial parents' physical and/or
mental disabilities that have made it difficult for them to obtain
and retain jobs. Others illustrate patterns of intergenerational
poverty and long-term dependency.
Bill, age 54, and Bettie, age 52, are raising Bill's youngest
children from a previous marriage: Joe is 17 and a special education student and Christy is 13 and a typical middle school
student. Bill participated in Iowa's job training program, but
has struggled to find employment. Bettie believes both she
and Bill have been victims of age discrimination. She describes
Bill's experience: "They told him he was too old.. .said he
had poor hygiene.. .so Job Search decided he would be better
off doing something on his own.. .he could work better by
himself." Bill's meager earnings come from two paper routes
and seasonal yard work. Bettie's health problems prevent her
from working. Most of their income comes from various assistance programs: SSI payments for Joe, FIP, Food Stamps, and
Medicaid coverage for everyone but Bettie, as well as school
lunch, and housing and utility subsidies. When money is really
tight, there is periodic help from the local Catholic Church and
the food pantry.
Health problems play a dominant role in this family.
Between the first and sixth interviews, Bill suffers whiplash
from a car accident and eventually receives disability payments. Both Bill and Joe take antidepressant medication and
go to counseling to address violent behavior. Bettie experiences gall bladder attacks and finally has surgery during a
brief period of Medicaid coverage. Joe is obese, but refuses to
change his eating patterns. After completing school, he works
at the sheltered workshop and continues to live at home.
At the fourth interview, Bill and Bettie have divorced.
Bettie takes a job as a cashier and then tries telemarketing. She
quits this job because she finds it too stressful: "It got to the
point it was driving me crazy. I was breaking out in hives.. .I
was so stressed out from all the things at home and then I'd get
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to work.. .I said, 'no.. .no way'." Bill remains involved with the
family. He is unemployed and looking forward to a summer
of camping and spending time with his family. At the final interview, Bill has received a "back pay" disability payment and
uses it to buy a house for the family in a very rural area but
finds the new home in need of many repairs. The family relies
on disability income, FIP and Food Stamps: Bills are piled up
and creditors are demanding payments.
The receipt of cash welfare for Bill and Bettie is not likely to
end until Christy ages out of the system in a few years. FIP and
other income supports have played an important role in stabilizing the resources available to this family over many years,
but they are clearly not enough. Community safety nets come
through in tough times, but Bettie recognizes the limits of that
safety net: "I have lots of bills that I can't pay... creditors (are)
on me day and night. I don't know how I'm going to dig it
(money) up. I've went places. They've helped me and helped
me and helped me. They don't want to help me any more in
this town."
Cycling. Three of the families illustrate the complexities of
cycling on and off of FIP. Some cyclers move on and off welfare
in response to movement in and out of the labor force, or movement between part-time and full-time work, whereas changes
in living arrangements explain why others cycle on and off of
FIP as their eligibility changes.
Julie is a 23-year-old single parent whose daughter, Alana, is
five years old. Her partner Brian, age 20, stays with them most
of the time, helping with child care when not attending computer classes. Julie is a student at the local community college
and works nights as a Certified Nurse's Aide (CNA). She is
living in Section 8 housing and gets FIP payments monthly,
along with Food Stamps and Medicaid. Her daughter receives
subsidized breakfasts and lunches at school.
At the second interview, they have moved to a larger, rentsubsidized apartment. Julie is working full time as a CNA at a
nursing home, from 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. each night. Her partner
is still in school and is also working the third shift, although
not as many hours as Julie. He watches Alana on the nights
he is not working. Julie is still receiving FIP, but the monthly
payments have gone down. She comments, "Leased housing
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and Food Stamps-it does help. The Food Stamps do, and the
medical does. But the money, no."
They are no longer receiving FIP or Food Stamps at the
third interview, largely because she is working full time, and
he is working part time. They are still eligible for Medicaid,
and she is pregnant so is enrolled in the Women, Infants and
Children (WIC) program. After the birth of the baby, Julie starts
receiving FIP payments again, along with Food Stamps, WIC,
and Medicaid. Julie's baby is two months old when she starts
back to work part time as a CNA. Her partner is working full
time as a computer technician, with good benefits. They have
moved into a mobile home that they purchased.
Brian's 4-year-old son, Justin, has joined the household by
the fifth interview. Julie is still working part time as a CNA
and Brian continues full-time work as a computer tech. Julie
and her children remain on FIP, along with Medicaid, Food
Stamps, WIC, and school lunches.
At the last interview, they are no longer receiving FIP payments, but are receiving Food Stamps, WIC, and Medicaid.
Julie is working "almost full time" at 35 hours a week, still as a
CNA. She works the third shift, and likes it because "then the
children don't even know I'm gone." Brian works days, so he
does child care at night. They are talking about getting married
and buying a house, although not necessarily in that order.
Julie and Brian illustrate how household composition and
employment status combine to affect FIP eligibility. Increased
earnings resulted in a drop and then a discontinuation of FIP
checks. The birth of a child triggered eligibility and movement
back onto the FIP rolls. Throughout the interviews, the family
remains on Medicaid, but cycles on and off Food Stamps and
the WIC program. Perhaps not surprisingly, Julie sees both
positive and negative aspects in the FIP program: "I don't like
it where everybody is in your business and has to know every
little cent you make.. .needs to know where I'm working....
But, I mean, they came through with money.. .with insurance
and stuff.... I do need that. So that's the positive part."
Discussion and Implications
The unprecedented decline in welfare caseloads raises
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concern about the well-being of former recipients. Our study
monitored 18 families who were on the FIP rolls when federal
welfare reform policies were implemented in Iowa in 1997.
Our findings reinforce the need for qualitative as well as quantitative methods in studying the consequences of the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of
1996. Comparative analysis of some of the demographics of
our sample at the first and sixth interviews would suggest stability, when in fact, the qualitative stories describe frequent
changes. For example, the raw distributions of household
structure in 1997 and 2001 are identical, yet there were changes
in the household composition of 5 of the 18 families. Similar
issues can be found in the distributions of employment status
and the numbers of children in the household. Quantitative
analyses, even in a sample as small as ours, would miss the "...
the human terrain that lurks behind the numbers" (Newman,
2002).
Although our findings indicate that the majority (11 of
18) of the families left the FIP rolls, what is most striking is
the diversity among their reasons. In only rare instances did
we observe true upward mobility: someone moving directly
from FIP into a well-paying job with benefits that made them
ineligible for FIP on the basis of income. A more likely scenario was the addition of a second low-wage job or second
earner whose income boosted the total family resources above
the eligibility guidelines, yet kept the family eligible for food
or medical assistance. For some, retaining a job was a huge
challenge. Those with physical or mental disabilities were apt
to quit a job because of flair-ups of physical problems or the
stress of trying to balance work and family. Several adults with
chronic health problems became eligible for disability income.
Those benefits became a more stable and more lucrative transfer payment as compared to the time-limited FIP benefit. Other
families became ineligible for FIP because they no longer had
dependent children in the home. Interestingly, some who went
from welfare to work to unemployment were likely to have
regained FIP eligibility, but did not reapply for those benefits.
One assumes that these families chose to piece together an alternate strategy that did not include FIP.
The three families who cycled on and off the FIP rolls and
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moved in and out of the labor force experienced changes in
the number of hours worked and/or in the number of persons
in the household. The stayers in our study were often families in which adults and/or children experienced serious
health problems. The caretaking demands of disabled children
coupled with a lack of adequate child care made movement
from welfare to work an impossibility for these families. One
stayer had a job, but the pay was so low that the family remained eligible for a FIP check.
Our findings are consistent with the quantitative leaver
studies that were conducted in the late 1990s, yet they paint a
more vivid picture of overwhelming complexity in the lives of
many low-income families. They highlight certain resiliencies
in the face of difficult daily stresses: coping skills that result
in access to resources; tenacious mothers of disabled children seeking out appropriate educational and social service
programs; and management abilities to balance parenting responsibilities despite long work shifts at low wages. Our case
studies also reveal some of the most troublesome scenarios of
family life: alcohol addictions, family violence, chronic mental
and physical health problems that go unattended, and hardworking adults struggling in labor markets that simply fail to
reward low-skill jobs adequately.
Our findings also illustrate the fragmented nature of our
welfare system and the bureaucracy surrounding it. Although
families were often quick to praise welfare caseworkers, they
also were likely to voice frustrations about the rigidity of
rules and regulations. We observed instances where families
failed to participate in programs such as transitional Medicaid
or Iowa's child health insurance program. What is unclear
is whether this was a conscious choice or a result of lack of
awareness of the programs. In some cases, families were critical of caseworkers who showed a lack of respect and treated
them in a condescending manner. Not surprisingly, some families were willing to forego cash benefits rather than return to
a system that treated them poorly. In contrast, we learned of
workers who labored along side of families to champion their
cause and actively sought ways to cut red tape. These observations suggest a need for broader outreach to create awareness
of programs and services, simplification of the system such as
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"one-stop shops" that coordinate and centralize services for
low-income families, and a re-thinking of how community
professionals and volunteers are organized and trained for
their work with low-income families.
This study builds and elaborates on the growing body of
welfare reform research and reveals findings that are consistent
with both large-sample quantitative and focused qualitative
studies. There are lessons for community practitioners in the
stories that have unfolded in this project. Also, in more general
terms, our findings and those from other studies provide
support for two broad directions for policy.
One package of policy recommendations builds on the
premise that people who work should not be poor. A domestic policy agenda supporting access to health care, transportation, child care, and wage supplements seems straightforward.
A major impediment is cost in an era of deficits and tax cuts;
another is political will and priorities. Jason DeParle (2004)
notes that the ultimate goal is not a safety net for workers
but a reduced need for one-to give families like those in our
study a chance at upward mobility. He writes, however, that
"Elevators are harder to design than safety nets, but there are
obvious places to begin" (p. 328). DeParle identifies three tested
strategies that could have long-term payoffs: training, mobility,
and child care. Reducing the current bias against training, and
testing a mix of work and on-the-job training are a potential
step in building skills that will garner higher wages. Oregon's
TANF program demonstrates that mixed job search and training raised earnings twice as much as those that stressed immediate employment (Poppe, Strawn & Martin, 2003). A second
strategy involves mobility, literally-helping families move to
areas with better job prospects and safe neighborhoods. The
famous Gautreaux experiment in Chicago and its successor
project, Moving to Opportunity, moved inner-city families
to the suburbs and brought families better health, less crime,
and improved behavior among girls (Rosenbaum, 2003; Kling,
Liebman & Katz, 2007). A third strategy is informed by findings from the New Hope project in Milwaukee which demonstrated the positive long-term effects of center-based child
care and after-school programs for boys in the participating
families (Huston et al., 2003).
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A second policy approach builds on the premise that people
who are unable to participate fully in the labor market could
contribute more to their families and improve their personal
well-being if given greater access to quality health care and
structured opportunities for work. Policies that provide health
care access, but specifically feature parity in the provision of
mental health care would greatly enhance the well-being of
many of those who are on welfare rolls and/or receive disability income benefits. Furthermore, although many of these
individuals may be unable to hold down full time work in
private sector jobs, it does seem likely that many could contribute more to society and to their family's economic well-being
by working in public, community-based employment projects.
To date, very little attention has been given to this important
segment of the poor.
We suggest that it is time to invest in a new round of demonstration projects, coupled with multifaceted evaluations that
could chart the next generation of welfare policy. If society's
goal is to identify ways in which child and family well-being
can be improved, then it seems clear that policies and programs
must go beyond their current focus on work requirements and
attend seriously to the complex challenges facing many lowincome families.
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The experiencesof women who have been chargedwith welfarefraud
in the years following the passage of the 1996 PersonalResponsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act cast a shadow over
the claim that welfare reform has been an unequivocal success. This
article addresses this under-explored issue by considering theface
of welfarefraud in San Diego, Californiaafter the change to federal
welfare law. After a brief discussionof the socio-historicalcontext of
welfarefraud prosecution and a summary of the scholarlyfindings
related to welfare fraud post-PRWORA, the aiticle details a new
"poverty knowledge" about welfarefraud drawnfrom the experiences of women. This is followed by a discussion of how this knowledge
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In the aftermath of the passage of the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996,
it has become more important than ever for those concerned
with social and economic justice to pay attention to the experiences of those who have been affected by welfare reform.
Although governmental officials commonly assert that welfare
reform is successful, those of us who have observed this law
in action know that such an assertion is based on a narrow understanding of success, defined solely in terms of a reduction
of the number of people on welfare rolls. This conceptualization disregards the painful byproducts of the policy change.
Indeed, the touted reduction in the number of welfare recipients has not led to a marked improvement in most recipients'
lives; rather, its work requirements, time limits, and lack of
support for job training and education that would have provided recipients with avenues for self sufficiency have instead
exacerbated their financial hardships (Neubeck, 2006).
Our collective experience working in various capacities
with low-income women impacted by welfare reform has
allowed us to learn from their stories in order to distinguish
the real impacts of these policies on their lives. Central to
our work is that we have observed the increased demonization and criminalization of low-income women who have difficulty supporting their families on aid-consequences that
directly correspond with ramped-up efforts to detect welfare
fraud among "welfare queens" assumed to be out to cheat the
system.
In this article, we will consider the realities of women caught
in the web of welfare fraud prosecution after the 1996 changes
to welfare law. Specifically, we will examine the reasons why
women on public assistance have (knowingly or unknowingly) engaged in welfare fraud-fraud that occurred in most
cases when they received some form of income that was not
figured into the government calculation that determined the

The Untold Story of Welfare Fraud

135

amount of their aid. Taking legal action against poor parents on
welfare became common beginning in the 1970s when grants
were made available for prosecuting welfare fraud. This situation has been amplified post-1996 because of welfare reform's
mandate that parents fulfill 32-hour per week work requirements, resulting in an increased number of women forced to
work in largely minimum wage jobs that make it difficult to
support their families. And yet, the experiences of these women
have, for the most part, been unexamined.
In her book, Poverty Knowledge (2001), Alice O'Connor explains that a new type of knowledge about poverty is needed,
one that is "grounded in practice, in activism, and in the experience not only of material deprivation but of the everyday
workings of the economy" (p. 293). This type of knowledge
is necessary to counter the large body of existing research
that perpetuates flawed assumptions about poverty and to
inform public policy. In this article, we explore a new "poverty
knowledge" that policymakers have generally disregardedhow women experience welfare-to-work policy and complex
income reporting rules, and how those experiences are related
to welfare fraud. Importantly, we also show how this knowledge inspired the design of a welfare fraud diversion program
that, since 2007, has served as an alternative to felony prosecution of first-time, low-level welfare fraud defendants in San
Diego.
The development of San Diego County's Welfare Fraud
Diversion Program is notable because historically public policies, and welfare policies in particular, have been constructed
with little consideration of how they will affect low-income
women and women of color (Abramovitz, 1998; Gatta, 2005;
Neubeck, 2006). Similarly, criminal justice policies and laws
traditionally have been constructed to disregard and marginalize the poor, women, and people of color (Cole, 1999; Miller,
1998). Thus, the creation of a fraud diversion program that has
at its base an acknowledgement of the structural factors poor
women are up against in the post-PROWRA era is an important policy change. It is our hope that the program will prove to
be important in allowing women entangled in the legal system
the possibility of future economic stability. Such an aim reflects
the ostensible goal of welfare reform for self-sufficiency that
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cannot be achieved in a system in which poor parents deemed
guilty of even first-time, low-level welfare fraud receive felony
and misdemeanor convictions that mean that they are essentially banned from future gainful employment.
The Sociohistorical Context of
Welfare Fraud Prosecution
Historically, negative stereotypes about welfare recipients
have spawned numerous efforts to increase social control and
criminalization of single mothers in poverty. Welfare fraud investigation and prosecution have included the infamous "man
in the house" midnight or early morning raids to see if men
were residing in the households of single welfare mothers, as
well as measures such as "wage matching" in which states had
access to welfare parents' income data to detect fraud (Gilliom,
2001, pp. 30-32).
Project 100%, implemented in San Diego County in 1997,
perhaps as a way of reducing the number of new cases in
anticipation of caseload reductions that would be required
under welfare reform, exemplifies the increased attention to
welfare fraud prevention, detection, and prosecution. Under
this program, every application in which eligibility has been
verified is referred to a welfare fraud investigator for an unannounced visit to the parent's home. The "visit" may involve a
simple "walk-through" or searches of closets, drawers, medicine cabinets, refrigerators, purses, and mail. Applicants can
refuse to have their homes searched, but if they do, they will
not be eligible to receive aid. Discovery in the case brought
against San Diego to contest the use of these search procedures revealed that while there was no effect on prosecutions
of fraud as a result of Project 100%, the program substantially
interfered with the ability to complete a successful application
(Sanchez v. County of San Diego, 464 F.3d 916 [9th Cir. 20061 rehearing denied by, rehearing, en banc, Sanchez v. County of San
Diego, 483 F. 3d 965 (2007) cert. denied by Sanchez v. County of
San Diego, 128 S. Ct. 649 [2007]).
By 2003, the shifting of welfare fraud investigators into
the District Attorney's Office was a significant step that
further criminalized welfare parents, as all fraud queries by
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caseworkers would immediately be tied to the criminal process
without any preliminary inquiries as to non-criminal reasons
that might explain the client's conduct. Welfare fraud detection was now transformed into a fully pre-prosecutorial function whose costs had to be justified on the basis of presumed,
but unsubstantiated, savings due to fraud detection. And, as
a consequence, many women on welfare became secondary
victims of these changes.
Welfare Fraud in the Aftermath of PRWORA
In the aftermath of the passage of PRWORA, the mainstream media have given only sporadic attention to the subject
of welfare fraud, typically by focusing upon alleged cases of
fraud and by decontextualizing the events that led to charges
of fraud by prosecutors or welfare investigators (Wright, 1998).
Such biased distortions of the reality of welfare fraud have,
in ways that are similar to what Chunn and Gavigan (2004)
found in Canada, facilitated a generalized distaste for welfare
recipients and an increased interest in the social control of
the poor as, "welfare fraud became welfare as fraud" (p. 3).
With the passage of PRWORA, welfare parents now have increased scrutiny from child care workers, eligibility technicians, welfare-to-work supervisors, and employment case
managers as well as welfare fraud investigators, each of whom
may make separate judgments about whether or not parents
are adhering to the rules. Such heightened scrutiny and interest in social control of the poor indirectly serves the functions
of welfare reform to reduce the size of welfare caseloads. As
Mulzer (2005) argues,
... mistrustful of welfare claimants and convinced of

their ability to "scam" the system, many politicians
and members of the public wish to make benefits so
hard to obtain that only the truly desperate would
choose to apply. An emphasis on fraud may also have
an expressive function, increasing hostility towards
welfare and welfare claimants. In this way, stories about
fraudulent claims may be used to justify the stringent
verification procedures used for informal rationing or
to pave the way for outright cuts in eligibility. (p. 125)
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Although surprisingly little scholarly research on welfare
fraud post-PRWORA exists, and some of what there is reflects
mainstream myths (e.g., Luna, 1997),1 most scholars challenge
stereotypes about welfare fraud defendants as manipulative,
lazy women of color who dedicate their lives to bilking the
system (see Neubeck, 2006; Neubeck & Cazenave, 2001; Roff,
Klemmack, McCallum, & Conaway, 2001). Studies published in
the eleven-year period since welfare reform was enacted largely
demonstrate that the majority of welfare recipients continue
to be low-income women who are working hard to survive
in a globalized capitalist economy (Johnson, 2000; Thomson,
2002). In the midst of this struggle, women have been found
to break the welfare rules in order to support themselves and
their children, sometimes knowingly and sometimes unwittingly because they are confused by the rules (Edin & Lein,
1997; Gilliom, 2005; Gustafson, 2005; Thomson, 2002; Wright,
1998).
Yet, acting on the assumption that welfare parents want
to cheat the system, they have been subjected to silencing,
humiliation, and unlawful treatment as state agents attempt
to detect fraudulent activities (Kennedy, 1998; Murray, 2000;
Roberts, 2005). Courts at both the federal and state levels have
upheld the use of home visits and walk-throughs of welfare
applicants' and welfare recipients' homes for verification purposes, in spite of the form of surveillance inherent in those acts
(Harvard Law Association, 2007). Such efforts to detect welfare
fraud have led to concerns about privacy and the legal rights of
low-income individuals (see Kennedy, 1998; Oren, 1996). And,
in the midst of their increased surveillance, women themselves
have resisted these infringements upon their dignity in large
and small ways (Gilliom, 2005; Roberts, 2005). Nonetheless,
lawmakers and government workers often disregard the experiences of women accused of welfare fraud. Social scientists, as
well, have paid insufficient attention to the causes of welfare
fraud and how it can be prevented.
In what follows, we describe the efforts of The Supportive
Parents Information Network (SPIN), a non-profit advocacy
organization working on behalf of low-income and welfare
families, and the San Diego Public Defender's Office, to systematically study the experiences of former welfare fraud
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defendants in order to discover why welfare fraud occurs and
to help develop a program that addresses its negative effects.
Project Background: Putting Two and Two Together
The Supportive Parents Information Network (SPIN) is a
grassroots organization that encourages low-income families
and those on welfare to identify and respond to economic
and social barriers to self-sufficiency. Located in San Diego,
California, SPIN has grown from 12 parents who began meeting
in their living rooms in 1998 to more than 3,500 parents and
nearly 5,000 children who have received services from the organization. SPIN's activities, carried out throughout the county
and state, center on peer support and advocacy, community
leadership, and involvement in civic decision-making. Central
to SPIN's mission is strengthening the participation of lowincome families in the economic and social well-being of their
families, neighborhoods, and communities. It is recognized as
the only local organization that consistently encourages participation by low-income families in public testimony and debate,
dialogue with public officials and legislators, coalitions across
economic, race, and gender lines, public demonstrations, individual legal advocacy, and public interest lawsuits.
SPIN's work begins when dozens of low-income and
welfare parents pass through its doors each week seeking help
in overcoming personal, economic, and legal barriers to selfsufficiency. Over the years of listening to their stories, SPIN
staff learned that people come because they want to work and
get off of welfare but have had difficulty getting hired at even
entry-level jobs or are unable to go from temporary work to
permanent employment. Others, who are becoming homeless
because landlords would not rent to them, come looking for
answers to their housing problems. As SPIN staff probed more
deeply into their circumstances, one theme appeared all too
frequently: Many of these parents cannot pass the background
checks that employers, landlords, and creditors increasingly
use to screen applicants. And significantly, many have been
excluded from these opportunities because records of welfare
fraud charges appeared on their credit reports and other
screening devices. This was often the case, even years after
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restitution had been made.
As noted above, welfare fraud most often results when families on public assistance receive income that was not figured
into the government calculation that determines how much
aid they should receive. What SPIN staff learned in listening
to these parents' stories is that welfare fraud is about much
more than intentionally lying to the government about income.
Parents often had felony records for welfare fraud because they
or welfare workers misunderstood or had difficulty following
the hundreds of resource and income reporting rules. As we
will demonstrate, sometimes the reasons they failed to report
income were completely out of their control, such as when husbands or boyfriends hid their income from the accused parent
or refused to allow her to report it. Moreover, under welfare
reform, parents who receive public assistance must work,
train, or engage in other activities that prepare them for employment, but they are often only able to secure unstable jobs
with fluctuating incomes. With incomes that are often difficult
to anticipate, reporting problems resulting from calculations
that lag behind actual allocations may lead to overpayment
and charges of welfare fraud in subsequent months.
To assist parents caught in these circumstances, SPIN staff
appealed to an ally in the Public Defender's Office. Yet, they
found that legal advocates for the poor were also hampered
by a slow-moving, inflexible legal system that allowed few
options other than a felony conviction, or, in the best case, if
the defendant was able to pay back most of the overpayment
over a period of time, plea bargains that resulted in misdemeanors.2 The public defenders explained that the problem
extends to, and is compounded by, gender inequities in the
system. Fathers who fail to pay child support, and thereby fail
to assist their children, are charged with a civil offense. But,
mothers who receive overpayments from the welfare system
while actively trying to support the children in their care are
charged with felonies, treated as criminals, and, on occasion,
even jailed. The elimination of what used to be criminal penalties for non-support by fathers involved an acknowledgement
that parents with a criminal record often cannot fulfill their financial responsibilities to their children. Yet, the legal system
persists in prosecuting mothers who are struggling with
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day-to-day care of children and increased work requirements
under welfare reform.
SPIN and the Public Defender's Office decided to team up
to create an alternative way of seeking redress in these cases.
The program, called Welfare Fraud Diversion, is a collaborative effort between researchers, the Public Defender's Office,
the District Attorney, and SPIN that seeks to minimize the debilitating effects of fraud cases on both accused parents and
the community. In order to establish the program, SPIN and
the Public Defender's Office sought the assistance of members
of our team as scholars of poverty, welfare, and criminal and
restorative justice to conduct research and design a more just
program to respond to the debilitating punishments associated
with first-time, low-level fraud offenses.
The Untold Story of Welfare Fraud
In order to develop a plan for a welfare fraud diversion
program that was based upon the realities of welfare reform
and the experiences of people who became involved in welfare
fraud, we conducted a content analysis of a random sample of
the Public Defender's welfare fraud case files for the year 2001
that yielded both quantitative and qualitative data. We later
conducted a qualitative follow-up study of welfare fraud case
files from the year 2005 to determine if changes in fraud patterns had occurred since the first study was conducted.
The quantitative findings of our initial study reveal that,
consistent with the characteristics of San Diego County's
welfare caseload, most of those convicted of fraud were women
of color whose average age was 35.5 years. About half of them
had a high school degree or less, only 17% had vocational
training, and none of them had a college degree. They had, on
average, two children, and they all received little to no child
support. 3 This meant that they were struggling to support their
children on an average monthly income of $565.
Most fraud convictions were for unreported income with
a median amount of $2,423, which on average, amounted to
only $164 per month per household member.4 This represented
part-time earnings of less than five-months' duration that were
scattered over a year or more, suggesting that parents made
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repeated attempts to plug gaps in inadequate subsistence
budgets. For the majority, the fraud conviction was their first
offense, and the mean amount of the overpayment was less
than $5,000. With 64% receiving no child support, the median
income from earnings and other sources-aid plus overpayment-was $1,113 per month. To place this figure in perspective, if defendants had reported all of their income, 73% still
would have incomes far enough below the poverty line to continue to qualify for welfare.
In both the 2001 and 2005 studies, qualitative data based
on findings of fraud investigators, parole officers, public defenders, and the affidavits submitted by defendants reveal
circumstances leading to fraud convictions that mirror the
experiences of women who had come to SPIN to seek assistance in dealing with the consequences of fraud convictions.
In some cases, interpersonal violence or external control over
recipients' lives by significant others is involved in a recipient's fraudulent behavior. Toni, who had taken her children to
stay with her mother at night while she worked because her
husband had been harassing her, was convicted of fraud on the
allegation that her children were not living with her. The father
of Gloria's children hid his earnings from her and gave false
pay receipts to file with the monthly earnings reports to the
welfare department. Other women who had no access to their
husbands' or boyfriends' income were threatened with assault
if they reported it. The following probation officer's case notes
describe the situation of a woman with $17,000 of unreported
income over a four-year period that resulted in a felony conviction. The unreported income came from the earnings of a
live-in boyfriend who did not share his money or pay stubs
and threatened her with abuse if she reported his income.
... the defendant was very frightened and anxious. She
alleged that the co-defendant did not share money with
her. He reportedly said, "You don't get shit, fucking
bitch." She did not challenge him because [she said] she
was "dumb and kind." The fraud continued out of her
fear that she alone could not provide for her children.
The defendant said that she feels "ashamed" for what
has happened.
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Notwithstanding such circumstances, 45% of the cases reviewed in the 2001 study resulted in felony convictions and
29% in misdemeanors. Approximately 19% of the cases were
thrown out due to errors on the part of welfare workers. Many
women whose cases were not dismissed also cited worker
error as central to their experiences as welfare fraud defendants. For example, Catherine, whose husband was temporarily employed while living separately from her and her family
for two months, failed to report his income because she was
unaware that he was working. Upon finding out about what
he was doing, she told her case worker about her situation and
was given incorrect information about how to proceed, which
ultimately led her to be prosecuted for welfare fraud. Similarly,
Raquel gave her paycheck stubs to her caseworker's receptionist, but they were misplaced, and she was convicted of fraudulent behavior for failing to report her income.
In contrast to popular assumptions, the case files reveal
that most committed fraud unknowingly or out of desperation. In a number of cases, they did not understand or had been
misinformed by caseworkers about their income and resource
reporting rules. They may have worked or received money
from a working husband or boyfriend because their cash aid
was not sufficient to support themselves and their families.
But because they could not provide for themselves and their
families on income from welfare and low-paying or temporary
jobs, they were "doing what they had to do," not for money to
buy luxuries, but to ensure the survival of their children. This
woman's words exemplify the experiences of many:
... I was only getting $645 per month, and my rent was

$439. I did not have much to live on, and I was told that
if I reported it, my welfare check was going to be cut
dramatically. ... I am a single mother trying to make it. I

know that lying about the money was wrong, but at the
time, it seemed that I didn't have much choice.
The difference between the cost of rent and this family's
cash aid left $206 to cover the costs of household supplies,
clothing, transportation, gas, electric, and telephone for a
working mother with children.
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Consistent with the findings of Edin and Lein's Making
Ends Meet (1997), parents like Yolanda failed to report income
because they did not have enough money to provide for their
families, "I did not report because I did not have enough money
to pay the rent, children's expenses, and my ill mother's expenses.. .it was a lot what I paid, and I did not have enough
money. That is why I did it." Gisela made a similar decision
not to report income. She needed money to pay her deceased
father's debts and son's legal expenses, but once those debts
were paid, she contacted her worker about the income that
she had not reported as a means of dealing with otherwise unmanageable debt. Thus, our findings reveal that women seek
additional work or remuneration to enable family survival
and may fail to report it out of fear that they may be unable
to support their families should the additional income result
in either losing their welfare benefits or having their cash aid
reduced.
Women also fear losing access to health care under
Medicaid because most of their employers, and the low-wage
labor market generally, are unlikely to provide health benefits
for them or their family members. Most, however, recognized
that their extra income was temporary, at best, and thus would
generate resources for only a very short period of time. In
one case, Alicia had secured a series of temporary jobs, and
because she was fearful of becoming indigent if her aid were
cut and she lost one of them, she did not report the income. In
another case, Janet misunderstood the reporting requirements
for temporary employment and thus failed to follow the rules.
Several women who received no child support, but secured
temporary employment, hoped that this employment would
provide a possible avenue out of welfare.
Often, women did not have a solid understanding of their
rights or legal procedures. And even when they felt they were
innocent, taking their case to trial risked conviction, not only
for fraud but also for perjury, a much more serious offense. In
such circumstances, plea agreements were routinely encouraged by public defenders. Traumatized by accusations of fraud
and perjury and the consequences of conviction, plea agreements were taken as the only viable option, even by defendants
who felt strongly that they were innocent. Only very rarely did
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cases go to trial.
As part of the plea agreements, convicted parents had to
repay the fraud amount and, in most cases, perform community service. But the costs to both the court and the parents do not
end here. With cases lasting on average 16 months, in nearly
all cases, the costs of investigation, apprehension, prosecution, and defense, as well as oversight of probation and collection efforts, are considerably larger than restitution amounts.
Moreover, restitution, combined with court costs, places
further financial burdens on already struggling families. But
even worse, welfare fraud convictions remain on their records.
With the background checks often required for even low-wage
jobs and in order to secure housing, these felony convictions
severely limit access to employment and housing and increase
the chances of continued dependence on the welfare system.
Policy Application: Imagining a More Just
Alternative to Fraud Prosecution
The results of our studies of welfare fraud cases confirmed
what many of us had already suspected based on the experiences of parents coming to SPIN and the Public Defender's
Office for help-that women often commit fraud unknowingly, and when they do commit fraud intentionally, it is because
they simply cannot make ends meet. Acknowledging this difficulty and in consultation with the various stakeholders, we
conceptualized a welfare fraud diversion program with several
components. First, prosecution would be diverted for firsttime offenders while they worked to repay the fraud amount.
Second, participants would attend a series of short workshops
to help welfare recipients better understand the rules for reporting income, the capacity of the welfare system to effectively account for income from temporary and intermittent work,
and to help them strategize ways to avoid fraud charges in
the future. In addition, one workshop would be dedicated to
financial literacy and to navigating successfully through the
world of check cashing and asset conservation. Third, there
would be a support system created to provide parents who
have entered diversion access to an advocate who would help
them continue to meet the requirements of diversion and to
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contend with their daily challenges. Ideally, this program
would include mentoring by former welfare fraud defendants
and a peer support network.
Successful completion of the program would result in
dismissal of the case, and importantly, leave people with no
welfare fraud charges or convictions on their records. The
Welfare Fraud Diversion Program would allow women the
same chance for a financially stable future that is given legally
to men who have failed to provide child support. This opportunity is only ethically just, given that the plight of many
low-income women is directly connected to this lack of child
support and a need to keep their families afloat. The Diversion
Program would also be a cost-effective approach to addressing welfare fraud, consistent with the self-sufficiency goals of
welfare reform.
In order to achieve the adoption of the Welfare Fraud
Diversion Program, the District Attorney for San Diego County,
as well as judges who heard welfare fraud cases, had to approve
the program. After months of negotiation between the Public
Defender's Office, the District Attorney's Office, SPIN, and
community members, a form of welfare fraud diversion was
put into place in San Diego County in late 2007. As implemented, the program will allow individuals accused of misdemeanor and felony welfare fraud to enter a guilty plea and work to
repay the money that they owe over a period of three years.
Fraud amounts of less than $5,000 are automatically charged
as misdemeanors, whereas previously, they were charged as
felonies. If the diversion participants pay a third of their restitution per year, follow the rules of the program, and fulfill
their community service hours (i.e., a 40-hour requirement for
misdemeanor defendants and an 80-hour requirement for
felony defendants over the three-year period), they will successfully complete the program. Upon completion, participants can petition the court to remove their guilty pleas and all
5
charges against them will be dropped.
As noted above, our original vision included educational
and support components that we thought would enhance the
ability for participants to successfully complete the diversion
program. However, a concern with overburdening welfare
fraud defendants with too many requirements, as well as the
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lack of funding, resulted in the District Attorney's decision to
implement a welfare fraud diversion program that does not
include all of the elements that our team had envisioned. The
omission of the education and support components of the diversion program is unfortunate because, as research has demonstrated (see Gatta, 2005; Neubeck, 2006), welfare policies
force women to take low-paying jobs, and PRWORA programs
do little to assist recipients in getting the skills needed to get
better paying positions. Once they are accused of welfare fraud,
low income women are even more disadvantaged, because
they are trapped in a place where restrictive welfare policies
intersect with punitive criminal justice policies, and they are
all the more in need of specialized information and assistance
to help them navigate through their predicaments. A peer
support network that is tied to the diversion process is needed
to harness the poverty knowledge that women who have been
through the system possess and to utilize it to empower others.
Instead, the current program requires the completion of a significant number of community service hours, which does not
help participants improve their economic situations and serves
primarily as a form of punishment.
While falling short of our ultimate goals, the diversion
program that has been developed is nonetheless one of the few
fraud diversion programs in the country and, as such, plays
an important role in creating a just alternative to the prosecution of low-level welfare fraud offenses. Moreover, the Welfare
Fraud Diversion Program that is now being employed in San
Diego County has the potential to enable welfare fraud defendants to get back on their feet and avoid the stigma of a criminal record. As of January 2008, 39 parents have become part of
the Diversion Program. Our research team plans to evaluate
the Welfare Fraud Diversion Program in the summer of 2008
and to provide feedback about the construction of the current
program based upon the experiences of women going through
it. We remain hopeful that as the body of poverty knowledge
based on the actual (not imagined) experiences of women
facing welfare fraud charges deepens, the elements of support
that we had originally envisioned will be incorporated into the
program.
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Conclusion
Welfare reform has widened the net of social control over
low-income families, and in the post-PRWORA era, our studies
reveal that welfare fraud is chiefly related to survival, confusion over complicated reporting procedures, or errors on the
part of welfare officials. Yet, welfare policy, the agencies that
administer its rules, and welfare law designed to adjudicate its
violators are predicated on assumptions that cast the poor as
undeserving of assistance and worse, as criminals. And, indeed,
the parents in our study have broken the rules. But, welfare
fraud convictions that carry fines, requirements for community service, jail sentences, and felony records create additional
burdens that make the immediate survival of the poor more
difficult and jeopardize their future ability to provide for their
families. With little attention given to this group of women
and the conditions that lead to fraud, even among scholars of
poverty and advocates for the poor, fraud convictions simply
reinforce these false assumptions; they demonstrate that the
poor are truly bad seeds, that we are doing something to weed
them out, and that we are holding them up as a warning to
others. The result, however, is to further marginalize this group
of poor parents and to provide further justification for the punitive policies and practices that contribute to fraud in the first
place. Largely demonized and forgotten by the public, policymakers, and scholars alike, those deemed guilty of welfare
fraud are the silent casualties of contemporary welfare policy.
Welfare fraud can only be reduced by acknowledging
the varied factors behind the act and setting aside stereotypes about the welfare poor. The experiences that we have
recounted paint a picture of welfare fraud grounded in the
conditions of women dealing with poverty amid complicated
welfare rules while attempting to support their families on subsistence wages that provide no way out of poverty. Progress
toward a more just disposition of welfare fraud cases requires
that advocates, armed with parents' actual experiences, continue to push an agenda that ends the nearly unquestioned
demonization of this group of poor parents and that furthers a
more just disposition of welfare fraud cases. Without research
to interrogate and challenge popular assumptions about
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welfare reform, we are, if only unwittingly, complicit in sustaining iconic assumptions that cast all poor parents on welfare
as cheats who would rather take advantage of the system than
work to support themselves-the very assumptions that underlie welfare reform's punitive response to the problems of
the nation's poorest families.
The Welfare Fraud Diversion program in San Diego County
has not yet accomplished all of its goals. It is an ongoing struggle to overcome the limitations of funding and to entirely break
free of the imperatives of the legal system to punish those who
have broken society's laws. Yet, the program has achieved a
crucial breakthrough in its ability to use the poverty knowledge of welfare parents to make way for a more just dispensation of these cases. And, by drawing on the voices of women
to minimize the negative effects of welfare fraud, the program
offers a new model for crafting policy that transcends stereotypes to place the conditions of their lives and the needs of the
poor at its center.
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(Endnotes)
1) Luna's (1997) article, "Welfare Fraud and the Fourth
Amendment" is an example of one that perpetuates the myth
that the majority of welfare fraud is committed intentionally by
people with plenty of means to survive without public assistance.
Taken from sensationalized accounts appearing in newspapers, he
highlights atypical examples as though they are typical and states,
"These are the many faces of welfare fraud. They are sometimes
arrogant, other times pitiful, but always criminal" (p. 1239).
2) The actual "best case," from the point of view of public defense
attorneys, is a dismissal which is obtained only after extensive
investigation. This is not typically undertaken unless a parent
makes a clear-cut decision to go to trial, which is difficult for poor
parents who are told they need to work rather than prepare for and
attend multiple legal hearings. It may even be inadvisable given the
climate of public opinion concerning welfare parents.
3) The amount of child support ranged from $0 to $380, with a
median amount of $0 per month and an average amount of $40.45,
with 64% receiving no child support. The average amount is
affected by the fact that when a parent pays child support, but does
so at a level that is less than the welfare income eligibility threshold,
the child support goes to the County, and a parent gets a "pass
through" amount of only $50 per month. The rest goes to reimburse
counties for what they paid in welfare. So, the study results reveal
that 64% receive no child support, and the rest receive the $50 pass
through, an amount that is far less than what is necessary to cover
the costs associated with caring for even one child.
4) These amounts are based on minimum wages applicable during
the study period and account for both food stamps and cash aid.
5) If a parent can repay the full amount before a preliminary court
proceeding, charges are dismissed completely. Sometimes family
members come together to provide such a loan.
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A primarygoal of welfare reform was to overcome welfare dependency through the promotion of work and the setting of lifetime limits.
While atfirst blush thisgoal may have appearedreasonablefor young
recipients, it does not address the needs of older recipients,particularly women. Based on in-depth interviews with welfare recipients
in four impoverished rural Appalachian counties over a four year
time span (1999-2001; 2004), this paper evaluates the experiences
of older women as they confront the changes brought on by welfare
reform legislation.Findingssuggest that impoverishedolder women
in isolated ruralcommunities experience multiple crises as they attempt to negotiate the "new" welfare system. As a result of spatial
inequality, limited social capital, and the effects of ageism, they
have tremendous difficulty meeting even their most basic needs.
Key words: poverty, welfare reform, rural, older women, elderly
The enactment The Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) in the later part of
the 1990s caused a major shift in the implementation of social
welfare policy. As a result, the key cash assistance program,
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) was
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eliminated and replaced with the block grant Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF). To address the perception that AFDC fostered long term dependency on government programs (Murray, 1996; Sawhill, 1995), TANF was predicated on a number of mandates, including the promotion of
work and the establishment of lifetime limits. In addition, the
link between welfare and Medicaid eligibility was detached
and stricter eligibility standards for food stamp benefits were
enacted.
With the reauthorization of PRWORA in 2006, the social
and political debate that arose in the 1990s continues to question whether welfare reform has in fact been a success or a
failure: How should we, as a society, define "success" with
regard to this policy? Has welfare reform resulted in better
lives for those who were once recipients, or has it increased
human suffering? These questions are particularly poignant
in isolated, resource poor, rural communities where it is often
difficult to meet the welfare reform mandate to successfully
transition into the labor market.
To encapsulate the debate, many proponents of the early
welfare reform policy, and its subsequent reauthorizaton,
claim that only positive changes resulted from the revamping
of the social welfare system. Citing decreased participation in
food stamp programs, a significant decline in welfare caseloads, and higher levels of labor market participation among
former welfare recipients, supporters argued that welfare
reform had been a resounding success (Cherry, 2006; Haskins,
2006; Jencks, 2002). As stated by Haskins (2006), "welfare
reform has been a triumph for the federal government and the
states." Additionally, noting the decline of caseloads by 50%
since the implementation of welfare reform, President Bush
declared this legislation a "remarkable achievement" and "a
true success story" (Bush, 2002). Overall, proponents of welfare
reform policy assumed that dependency was fundamental to
the "welfare problem" and that by promoting work and self
sufficiency, the problem would be resolved (Christopher, 2004;
O'Connor, 2001).
However, opponents of welfare reform legislation assert
that statistical trends suggesting success at the broader level
are not always a good measure of human success (Beaulieu,

Lost in Appalachia

155

2000). Based on a quantitative analysis of national data, the
"welfare problem" centers on individual behavior rather than
the broader constraints individuals face as a result of structural inequality (O'Connor, 2001). That is, decreased caseloads
and declining participation in food stamp programs do not
necessarily correlate with increased physical and mental wellbeing (Christopher, 2004; Gennetian, Redcross, & Miller, 2002;
McConnell & Ohls, 2002) nor does increased employment
always translate into "good" jobs with benefits, stability and
a living wage (Danziger, 2002; Ehrenreich; 2001). Furthermore,
as caseloads dropped and employment numbers rose, one time
recipients faced a tenuous situation in that stable employment
was both limited and unreliable, and as a result, the majority of
families did not move beyond poverty (Greenberg, 2006).
To date, much of the welfare reform debate has focused on
issues and experiences in urban settings and reported trends
often represent urban locales without consideration of rural
communities. Research suggests, however, that there are clear
distinctions between the rural and the urban experience (Rural
Policy Research Institute, 1999). Throughout history, isolated
rural areas have dealt with high levels of unemployment and
persistent poverty that is equal to, and often more severe than,
that in urban areas (Rural Sociological Society Task Force on
Persistent Rural Poverty, 1993; Lichter & Jensen, 2002). While
welfare recipients in both locales may confront similar problems when fulfilling work requirements and gaining economic independence, welfare reform legislation did not address
the issues that are prevalent throughout rural communities.
(Tickamyer, White, Tadlock, & Henderson, 2007; Zimmerman
& Hirschi, 2003).
In rural regions it is difficult to transition from public assistance into the labor market because of a lack of employment opportunities and social/human capital to facilitate this
transition (Parisi, McLaughlin, Grice, Taquino, & Gill, 2003;
Tickamyer, et. al., 2007; Weber, Duncan, & Whitener, 2002).
Furthermore, in contrast to their urban counterparts, those
attempting to meet welfare reform mandates and make ends
meet in isolated rural locations often experience an absolute
lack of necessary resources such as economic means, childcare,
transportation, health care, and housing to successfully achieve

156

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

their goals (Henderson, Tickamyer, White, & Tadlock, 2002;
Rural Policy Research Institute, 1999; Zimmerman & Hirschi,
2003). Overall, welfare recipients in rural locales experience
different constraints than do urban recipients (USDHHS, 2002)
and as a result, impoverished rural women are often worse off
than their urban counterparts (Brown & Lichter, 2004; Snyder
& McLaughlin, 2004).
As stated by Gennetian, Redcross, and Miller (2002, p. 287),
"unlike patterns in urban areas, caseload declines in rural areas
have not run parallel with increases in employment or reductions in poverty." Individuals living in poor rural communities
often face unique challenges in their attempts to make-endsmeet, to secure reliable transportation, procure health care, find
quality childcare, and obtain employment (Gennetian, et. al.,
2002; Henderson & Tickamyer, 2007; Tickamyer, Henderson,
White, & Tadlock, 2007).
Regardless of whether the precedent-setting legislation
or welfare reform is deemed an overall success or not, it had
many unanticipated and unintended consequences for female
recipients in isolated rural areas. While much of the legislation
was developed with urban locations in mind, there was also
the broader assumption that those targeted by the new welfare
reform mandates would be young, able-bodied recipients. This
assumption, however, does not take into account those who do
not fit the broad-based definition of the "average" welfare recipient that underlies this legislation. That is, the mandates did
not address the serious challenges that could occur for those
who are older, especially older women.
Over the past 40 years, data indicates that, in general,
women are more likely than men to experience poverty (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2006). Not surprisingly, this trend holds
true, often intensifying among the elderly population where
older women are twice as likely as older men to live in poverty
(Choudhury & Leonesio, 1997; Vartanian & McNamara, 2002).
For older women in small rural areas, the consequences of
poverty are exacerbated when communities do not have the
economic and social resources to provide for the necessities of
an older population. Older adults are at a disadvantage in that
they are on average poorer than those in urban areas, experience more functional impairment, and are less likely to have
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access to needed health care (Scott, 2001).
With this in mind, this current study explores the
intersections of age, gender and geographic location to better
understand the perceptions and concerns of former welfare
recipients in the isolated rural communities of southeastern
Appalachian Ohio, one of the poorest regions in the United
States (Billings & Blee, 2000; The State of Poverty in Ohio, 2004).
The data we obtained from in-depth, face-to-face interviews,
conducted with impoverished, older women in four rural
Appalachian counties in 1999, 2000, 2001, and 2004, allowed
us to better understand the "success" of welfare reform by examining this legislation from a bottom-up rather than a top
down perspective. Rather than focusing on the proclamations
of politicians and administrators, we evaluated the lived experiences of older women and gave voice to some of those who
have been most impacted by this legislation.
Research Design
The data reported in this research are part of a larger study
of the impacts of welfare reform and devolution in four poor
rural counties of Appalachian Ohio, selected for their high
levels of poverty and varying capacities to implement welfare
reform. Using a combination of existing statistics, administrative records and primary data collection from focus groups,
surveys, and in-depth interviews, the larger study examined
three populations most closely affected by welfare reform:
program participants, human service agencies, and local employers. The overall research was designed to provide extensive qualitative data from each of the participating groups to
discover the subjective meaning of the changes brought about
by welfare reform from a bottom up perspective, rather than
imposing meaning from the top down (Reinharz, 1992; Schram,
1995). By using a longitudinal, inductive approach to understanding welfare reform, we were able to ultimately derive a
broader perspective of the impacts and outcomes of this policy
on rural families and communities.
One facet of the larger project was to follow a selected
group of recipients for three consecutive years (1999-2001) as
they made the transition from welfare to work, with follow-up
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interviews three years later in 2004. During the first year of the
study a general sample of recipients volunteered to participate
in face-to-face interviews. The interview participants were selected for participation in one of two ways: they either requested an interview by placing their names and contact information
on a prior survey given to 400 recipients at the Department of
Job and Family Services (DJFS) in the four counties or entered
via a snowball sampling procedure. Face-to-face, semi-structured interviews were completed with 48 recipients (12 in each
of the showcase counties) from the larger study, all of whom
were living at or below the poverty line and were receiving
public assistance at the point of first contact. In addition to the
interviews, a short survey was given in order to collect demographic data.
These interviews took place at a location selected by the
recipient that they believed would foster optimal privacy and
comfort. Thus, some were in the participants' homes while
others occurred at public locations such as fast food restaurants
or on the premises of the Adult Basic Learning and Education
program. All of the interviews were performed without participation or coercion from the Department of Job and Family
Services. Applying the same interview format, the recipients
were interviewed again in 2000, 2001 and 2004. The current
study is based on information gathered throughout the course
of these interviews.
Using the guidelines set for by the American Association
of Retired Persons for defining elderly, all female recipients
who were over the age of 50 who had been interviewed were
selected for the current study. Thus, interviews were completed with 7 older women, 14.5% of the general sample of
48 recipients, who were welfare recipients at the beginning of
the broader study and had transitioned off of assistance by the
final interview year. While this group clearly does not constitute a random sample of older women receiving assistance, the
percentage of our sample living in poverty is somewhat higher
than that reported by recent census data showing that 7.5%
of the elderly in our society currently live in poverty (2000).
Additionally, the variation between counties, as well as among
the recipients themselves, allows for an inductive, bottom-up
examination of the experiences, concerns, and perceptions of
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older women dealing with the changes imparted by welfare
reform.
Sample Characteristics
Based on an analysis of the survey data, demographic characteristics were compiled for the sample in this study. Given
that the broader study was implemented in rural Appalachian
Ohio, it was not surprising that all of those interviewed were
Caucasian. The average age for the sample was 57.33 with a
range from 50-64 years of age.
Although much of the current research on program participants focuses primarily on those who are single with children,
given that the individuals in this study were older women,
they were distinctly different in terms of their living arrangements and marital status. Thirty-three percent of those interviewed were widowed and living alone while 17% were living
alone because of separation and pending divorce. The remaining 50% were currently married and care-taking an uninsured,
non-recipient spouse with health problems. At the time of the
first interview, only one of the women had a dependent child
living in the household.
The highest level of education achieved by the majority of
the participants was very limited by current standards: twentynine percent of those interviewed had either no formal education or had attended only some grade school and fourteen
percent had completed junior high or middle school. While the
majority of the sample had completed high school or earned
a GED, only 14% of the women had attended some college
but did not receive a degree. Their average yearly household
income was less than $8,000 (including all forms of cash assistance from state and federal programs) with 29% reporting an
income below $5,000 per year. Only 16% of the women were
employed, and that was only part-time, while the majority
(84%) were unemployed.
Results
While all people experience some form of crisis in their
lives at one time or another, many have either the financial
resources or social capital that afford them an opportunity to
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successfully work through them. Women receiving public assistance generally have extremely limited economic and social
resources to assist them in dealing with crises as they attempt
to achieve the independence mandated by welfare reform. Our
findings suggest, however, that impoverished older women in
isolated, rural communities not only lack economic and social
resources, but also experience intertwined crises as a result of
welfare reform that lead to an inability to successfully meet
their most basic everyday needs.
As noted earlier, one of the primary goals of welfare reform
was to move able-bodied recipients away from welfare dependency and into the labor market. While a laudable goal in some
instances, it resulted in major problems for older women who
were trying to successfully negotiate the work requirements.
Given the fact that they were not disabled, thus foregoing access
to other assistance programs such as Supplemental Security
Income (SSI), all of the women were classified as able-bodied
and capable of working. To their credit, all of the respondents
stated that they would like to find a job and were more than
willing to work the hours required by agencies to continue receiving short-term benefits, including cash assistance and food
stamps. However, many of the women faced numerous barriers that plummeted them into a spiral of crises.
Prior to welfare reform, the women in our sample depended on some assistance from the Departments of Job and
Family Services in the counties where they lived, but were
not solely reliant upon public assistance for their support. For
these women, welfare assistance was a safety net to help them
make ends meet when they were unable to cover the costs of
medical care, food, or heat. Most of them prided themselves in
being somewhat self-sufficient. Marie, who was in the midst of
a divorce and living alone stated:
People like us, we were taught to do for ourselves...
be self-reliant. But, there's too many people like me
(seniors) that need help.. .even if they have to swallow
their pride. It's not like we want money you know.. .I
want 'em [welfare] to help me with partial, where I
could help with partial too.
However, with the implementation of welfare reform, these
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women found themselves without that partial assistance and
given their age, this loss of assistance often had devastating
results.
Though all of the women in the sample had spent most
of their lives being homemakers, they had sporadically participated in the labor market, primarily doing service work or
manual labor. In urban areas, this type of employment history
and experience would probably not have precluded them from
participating in the labor market, however, in isolated rural
Appalachian communities, where there are limited employment opportunities and negligible economic development, the
few jobs that are available are at a premium. Under these conditions, employers often choose to hire younger adults, regardless of their work experience, rather than older individuals.
Thus, the women, even those with at least a high school education, often found themselves up against the barrier of ageism
in the labor market. Arlene, a married woman whose husband
had been seriously injured while working "off the books," was
very concerned about her job search. As she stated, "A fear of
mine is my age. At 55, they [employers] don't want an older
woman." Laura echoed her concerns when she said, "Since I'm
over 60, there's nobody out there's gonna hire me when they
find out my age."
The concerns expressed by these two women were further
supported by another respondent who was the target of what
appeared to be blatant ageism in hiring practices. Delores was
a widow who had been offered a job at a local grocer and was
told to report to work the following day.
When I went back the following day, they wanted to
know my birthdate... so I told 'em. The woman looked
at me and said 'Oh... I gave you the wrong form' and
left the room. She left me waiting 40 minutes. She
comes back and says 'I'm sorry, but the manager just
called and said he hired someone else.'
And I looked at her and grinned.. .Iknew. I says,
'How old is she?' or really 'How young is she?' And
the woman says, 'Oh, we didn't hire a young woman.
She's about your age. She's an older woman...she's 36.'
(Delores chuckles)... I'm 60.
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In a follow-up question, she was asked if she was going
to report this to authorities as age discrimination. She replied,
"Who would I take it to? Who would believe someone like
me?"
In many instances, as agency personnel and caseworkers
were trying to assist these women in finding viable employment, many of them were up against societal constraints that
deterred them from successfully entering the labor market. In
a society that places high value on youth, particularly among
women, the women in our sample found that they were too old
to be competitive in the job market. However, at the same time,
they were too young to qualify for elderly assistance, such as
social security retirement benefits.
Although having difficulty finding employment to help
support themselves was a major issue for all of the women,
they also faced a second barrier that resulted in a crisis situation in their lives as a result of welfare reform. Prior to the
implementation of welfare reform, most of the women in our
study had received limited food stamp assistance. However,
PRWORA had set new guidelines for food stamp benefits
which stipulated that "able-bodied adults without dependents
were limited to three months of benefits if not working at least
20 hours a week" (Weil & Finegold, 2002, p. 4). Even though
they were having extreme difficulty finding employment, the
women had been categorized as able-bodied in terms of entering the labor market. Thus, in compliance with the new food
stamp eligibility guidelines, as they transitioned off of welfare
they lost the few food stamps they had been receiving. This
loss of food stamps in conjunction with the lack of employment to help make ends meet resulted in extreme food insecurity for many of the women.
As Alice stated, "I live on $5.00 a week for food. And people
say 'Gee, you're looking good.' That's one good thing I guess...
I'm losing weight. But then the other thing is, I'm not eating."
Having difficulty getting enough food for herself, 56 year old
Marilyn remarked, "I couldn't understand why people would
starve to death in this country. And now I know why."
As the older women in our sample faced the barrier of
age discrimination in their attempts to enter the labor market
and in many instances, extreme food insecurity, they were
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also dealing with medical issues such as arthritis, diabetes,
and heart ailments. These problems often precluded them
from even considering jobs that demanded they be physically sound. Oftentimes the limited jobs available required a
modicum of physical exertion that the women were unable to
carry out because of medical conditions. For example, if one
is arthritic, it is difficult to stand the long hours required of a
counter person in a fast food restaurant or a clerk at a discount
store.
Prior to welfare reform, many of the older women in
our study had depended upon public assistance as well as
Medicaid, more commonly known among recipients as the
"medical card," to curtail the costs associated with doctor's
appointments, medical tests, and medications. However, with
the passing of welfare reform and the delinking of Medicaid
from welfare, many agencies found it necessary to terminate
this type of assistance.
Medical assistance in the form of Medicare does provide
subsidized health insurance to basically all individuals once
they reach age 65. There is, however, a rapidly growing population in the United States who are classified as "near elderly"
(ages 50-64) who, unless they are disabled, are not eligible for
full Medicare benefits (Johnson, 2003). While Medicare does
offer limited assistance to the near elderly in the form of hospitalization, they are not considered "elderly enough" to receive
full Medicare benefits, in spite of the fact that they are much
more likely than younger individuals to have serious health
problems (Johnson, Davidoff, & Moon, 2002).
Many of the older women in our study indicated that the
lack of medical care was a major problem, particularly with
regard to access to and affordability of medications that could
have alleviated some of their health issues. Clearly this is an
issue faced by elderly and near-elderly persons across all socioeconomic levels in our society; however, the problem is intensified for those living below the poverty line-those who
have no medical alternatives. One woman echoed the concerns
of all the others when she stated:
I need to be doctored up because I'm a swellin' from
my arthritis. I cain't hardly walk. But, I cain't get
medication for it cause I ain't got the money. It cost
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$100 for a box a pills.. .Imiss out on my medicine I got
that welfare used to pay for.

Hazel had a much more serious problem that put her health
at great risk. At age 64, she had qualified for Medicare hospitalization insurance to assist her in getting a much needed heart
by-pass surgery. However, when she was released from the
hospital, she did not have the money or the medical benefits
needed to purchase her medication. As she said, "The doctor,
he gave me some medicine because I told him 'Doc, I just cain't
afford this... that was $400, almost $500 a month. I got to have
it. But, I just cain't afford it."
Many of the health problems experienced by the women
in our sample could have been significantly diminished with
the use of medication, but the majority of them were caught
between the proverbial rock and hard place in getting the
health care that they could afford. They were no longer qualified for Medicaid assistance, but were not yet old enough to
receive Medicare.
Overall, the problems that the women faced were very
much intertwined, making it difficult to conclude that there
was one single barrier that resulted in their inability to successfully negotiate the mandates of welfare reform and continue to
make ends meet. For older women living in rural communities, the problems discussed above are often exasperated by
isolation and a lack of a strong social support system to assist
them in dealing with difficulties. As an example, Patricia lived
alone, and echoed the sentiments of others when she said:
You know, I have nothing. When people get desperate...
you know people say, 'Well, killing yourself is a hard
thing to do.' You know, I couldn't put a gun to my head
and pull the trigger. I couldn't do that to myself. But,
to be sick and not have anybody around, and not have
any food, and no heat, you just lay there and you think
Why not? It can't be as bad as all this.
As a result of these multifaceted problems, often intensified by age and isolation, all of the women experienced times
of extreme hardship that often resulted in their losing hope
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and slipping through a rift in the system. But they were resilient and as Amanda stated, "Sometimes it's rough. But, I do
the best I can."
It was evident that the older women in this study were experiencing some of the same hardships that the broader population of welfare recipients confronted as they attempted to
gain the economic and occupational independence required of
welfare reform (Henderson & Tickamyer, 2007; Tickamyer, et
al., 2007). These women, however, were especially at risk in
that their hardships were compounded by their lack of social
capital and by the structural discrimination they encountered
in the form of ageism. As a result, they fell through the cracks
and were ultimately "Lost in Appalachia."
Conclusion
In keeping with the bottom-up perspective of understanding the broad implications of welfare reform, it is important to
offer those most impacted by the changes the opportunity to
define their situations. It was evident from the interviews that
all of the women in this study realized that their lives were
permanently and harshly changed by the mandates of welfare
reform. While none of them was living above the poverty line
prior to the changes in welfare policy, with the aid of public
assistance they were at least able to meet their most basic
needs. Now, however, with the implementation of current
welfare policy, they were presented with contradictory messages as they attempted to navigate the requirements of this
legislation, which had been developed primarily with single,
younger, mothers in mind. While none of the older women in
this study fit this profile-they were not single mothers caring
for children-they were clearly in need of the public assistance
safety net as they attempted to care for disabled spouses, maintain their personal health, or make marital transitions due to
divorce or widowhood. Regardless of situation, limitation, or
circumstance, they found that their safety net had disappeared:
they were denied benefits, required to take "personal responsibility" for their life situations, and deemed capable of achieving economic independence by entering the labor market.
As stated earlier, a clear understanding of the ramifications
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of welfare reform legislation can only be achieved by investigating and acknowledging the experiences of the women most
impacted by this policy. As we have shown, this was especially
crucial in the case of older women in isolated, rural Appalachia
where the voices of welfare recipients are rarely heard in the
broader policy debates. The importance of recognizing the diversity of women's voices and experiences is made even more
powerful when we acknowledge that research is "not only
about women, but also for women, informing social and political change on their behalf" (Christopher, 2004, p. 154). With
this in mind, we asked the women in our study what the social
welfare system could do to help them and what advice they
would like to offer those in charge of implementing welfare
policies and mandates. Surprisingly, rather than offering recommendations that would impact them personally, all of the
suggestions were aimed at broader structural issues that would
ultimately assist human service agencies, and the community,
in developing programs that would be more amenable to the
senior experience.
First, they indicated that many communities lacked senior
oriented programs. Given that older people in rural locales
are often isolated and without strong social support networks,
the women believed that senior support programs, similar to
those found in urban areas-senior centers, meals programs would be worthwhile endeavors to pursue. These types of programs have the potential of giving the women an opportunity
to develop stronger support networks while also offering them
access to basic necessities such as meals and companionship.
Second, a majority of the women suggested that changes
needed to be made in case management protocols by human
service agencies. While the women understood that caseworkers had heavy case loads and were required to have a broad
array of information in order to effectively assist a diverse
clientele, they recommended that each county designate one
caseworker, who was well-informed about elderly issues and
needs, to work with the older welfare recipients. The majority
of the women believed that a designated "elderly" caseworker
would be able to assist them in finding additional resources
from local, state, and federal agencies as well as from nonprofit agencies.
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The third recommendation was correlated with the above
suggestion in that the women believed it would be beneficial
to have more information about alternatives to public assistance. Being denied certain forms of welfare assistance was accepted as a given, however, their recommendation was that
agency personnel offer informational sessions regarding other
opportunities that might assist older recipients: were there, for
example, other forms of public assistance that might aid them
in dealing with health issues, food scarcity, and housing issues?
Additionally, the women recommended that a designated caseworker be well trained in the welfare reform mandates and
broader public assistance options that were earmarked for an
elderly population.
And fourth, the women agreed that human service agencies could assist older individuals who were trying to enter the
labor market by offering job and educational training that took
their advanced age and physical shortcomings into account.
For example, through work preparedness programs, recipients
often had the opportunity to participate in nurse's aide training. However, this type of skill was not likely to translate into
employment for older women who had difficulty with health
issues, such as arthritis. The women in our study suggested
that perhaps training opportunities, for sit down jobs, such as
office work, would be more suitable to their needs.
Although the women offered recommendations that could
assist policy makers at all levels in creating a system that
would work more effectively for the near elderly, their general
consensus about welfare reform was not as positive as that set
forth by the proponents of this legislation. Furthermore, any
support that might have been garnered for this policy was tempered by the harsh reality of living in rural Appalachia, where
even low-wage, service sector jobs are lacking and health care
is often unattainable.
While it would be uplifting to state that welfare reform had
resulted in positive outcomes for the women in our sample,
that was unfortunately not the case. In the final follow-up interviews with the women, we found that none of them had
risen above poverty and achieved financial independence and
stability through employment. Of the seven, only one had a
part-time position in the secondary labor market. Two of the
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women were participating in the underground economy where
they babysat for a neighbor's child in exchange for other necessary resources. Two women had subsequently qualified for
Supplemental Security Income, and one was homeless and
living in a shelter. Sadly, the elderly woman who was unable
to get her medication after having open heart surgery died
within three months of her last interview. Clearly, the broad
structural constraints under this new welfare policy resulted
in these women not faring at all well.
Importantly, our study offers insight into the debate on the
proclaimed success of welfare reform policy by highlighting
the importance of an intersectionality analysis when evaluating
the broader welfare problem. That is, to truly understand the
impact of welfare reform on individual lives, it is imperative
to examine "interconnected categories and multiple sources
of difference and disadvantage" (Henderson & Tickamyer,
forthcoming). As indicated in our findings, even though policy
makers often perceive women as an undifferentiated unit
of analysis, they in fact represent a complex intersection of
variables-in this case, gender, age and geographic location.
Additionally, our findings offer support for Alice O'Connor's
historical work on poverty (2001) wherein she argues that
an evaluation of welfare policy demands that researchers go
beyond analyses of individual behavior and examine the role
of institutions and social and economic practices that shape
public policy (p. 292).
As our study quite vividly reveals, the broader issues
of structured inequality are instrumental in the success or
failure of women negotiating the new mandates created by
welfare reform. Overall, the experiences of the women in our
study illustrate the constraints of structural inequality while
at the same time suggesting that a broader, humanistic approach to understanding welfare reform is critical. That is to
say, numbers alone cannot measure success: individual wellbeing and human welfare must also be taken into account. In
the wake of welfare reform and the recent reauthorization of
this legislation, it is imperative that the voices of those most
affected by the policy be heard before it is deemed a "remarkable success." Otherwise, while mirroring some of the problems experienced by other poor people across the nation, those
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isolated and "Lost in Appalachia" will remain invisible, resulting in their failure to thrive.
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"It's All One Big Circle":
Welfare Discourse and the Everyday
Lives of Urban Adolescents

STACI

T. LOWE

University of Wisconsin-Madison
School of Medicine and Public Health
Center for Women's Health Research
Institute for Clinical and Translational Research

Welfare reform succeeded, in part, because of discourse that characterized the poverty problem as one of long-term dependency and
personal irresponsibility.Adolescent pregnancy was targeted as
both cause and manifestation of a welfare crisis. This study examined how welfare reform was perceived and experienced by lowincome, urban adolescents. Findingsfrom interviews revealed that
adolescents agreed with many of the basic tenets of welfare reform,
largely because they had appropriatedmuch of the discourseprevalent in wider society. However, their complex life stories contained
a powerful subtext concerningstructuraldeterminants of poverty
that ran counter to prevailing notions of "personalresponsibility."
Key words: Welfare reform, adolescents, poverty, teen mothers,
welfare discourse

Introduction
It has been more than ten years since U.S. policymakers enacted federal welfare reform legislation. Known as the
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunities Reconciliation
Act of 1996 (PRWORA), this policy fundamentally altered the
Journal of Sociology &Social Welfare, September 2008, Volume XXXV, Number 3
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nature and structure of social welfare provision for the poor.
The rationale for making such sweeping change to the existing system was based in part on research, but also on powerful discourse concerning the nature of poverty and its remedy.
PRWORA was characterized by its punitive approach to the
management of welfare recipients' behaviors. It stipulated
several stringent requirements (e.g, work participation and
time limits) and gave states the flexibility to implement harsh
sanctions (e.g., family cap) for non-compliance with the new
rules. While legislators targeted several of the new regulations
squarely at adults receiving benefits, and made requirements
for teen parents a centerpiece of the legislation, they also made
implicit assumptions about how these new policy provisions
would affect the future behavior of low-income children and
adolescents. Despite this foundational assumption, little was
known about the ability of low-income adolescents to process
cognitively this abstract policy concept known as welfare
reform, much less apply its strict behavioral prescriptions to
their daily lives.
Scientific inquiry, of course, does not take place in a
vacuum and is influenced by institutional power relations and
social context. Discourse surrounding welfare reform and the
social scientific analyses chosen to legitimate it masked other
discourses of resistance and alternative forms of evidence. As
O'Connor argues, the problem was approached "within the
narrow conceptual frame of individual failings rather than
structural inequality" (2001, p. 4). While there was a plethora of research used to support links between, for example,
teenage pregnancy and welfare receipt, there were also important research perspectives missing. Studies that were ignored,
discredited, or misused could have provided a much fuller
and more complex understanding of the problems facing poor
families. But, in large part, the science that did not fit with the
politics was not included in debate.
This study aimed to investigate the capacity of low-income,
urban adolescents to understand and apply the messages
of large-scale welfare policy change. Its purpose was to see
how adolescents were perceiving and experiencing changes
resulting from welfare reform. While the study included the
perspectives of both males and females, there was particular
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attention paid to the gendered nature of welfare discourse,
its corresponding public policies, and the lived experiences
of poor families. The study was framed within a contextual
model of adolescent development, which recognizes the importance of social interaction in shaping cognitive processes
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Keating, 1990). In line with sociological theories of "the everyday" this research was centered on
listening to adolescents' stories in their own words and trying
to interpret meaning within the context of their daily, lived experiences. The data presented here are drawn from multiple
in-depth interviews with low-income adolescents living in
Boston. Findings from these interviews revealed that adolescents agreed with many of the basic tenets of welfare reform,
largely because they had appropriated much of the discourse
prevalent in wider society. However, their complex life stories
contained a profound, co-existing subtext concerning structural determinants of poverty that ran counter to prevailing
notions of "personal responsibility."
These findings challenge the proclaimed "success" of
welfare reform efforts that have echoed throughout policy and
academic circles for the past several years. Because the logic of
welfare reform was based on a set of dichotomous indicators
that could be measured through survey methodology and administrative data (e.g., being on or off the rolls; having an additional child or not), it was easy for some audiences to declare
success, if not "victory." Such outcomes, however, have been
experienced far differently by many of the women and children
affected by welfare reform. For example, moving off the rolls,
even with employment, does not necessarily mean moving out
of poverty; punishing mothers for having an additional child
while on welfare only makes the material hardship of daily life
more pronounced for already struggling families. In the case of
the present study, adolescents' seeming acceptance of welfare
reform precepts was not realistic in the face of their complex
daily lives and the structural barriers that shape them.
Discursive Framings of Welfare
The standard method for defining the "welfare problem"
was to provide key social and economic indicators related
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to the receipt of public assistance. It was, in part, this form
of scientific argument that eventually led to the passage of
PRWORA. This way of defining the problem included data on:
caseload growth during the period 1960-1996, increasing rates
of nonmarital teenage pregnancy and childbearing, changing demographics of those on the welfare rolls, increasing
federal outlays for welfare programs, and the socioeconomic
consequences of growing up in a welfare household. The research used for this purpose was almost entirely quantitative
(see Blank, Burtless, Dickens, Pavetti, & Rom, 1995; Brown
& Eisenberg, 1995; Maynard, 1996; O'Neill & O'Neill, 1997;
Parnell, Swicegood, & Stevens, 1994). Moreover, while the
breadth of research topics being covered may have seemed adequate, many of the specific questions guiding welfare policy
research had not evolved over time (McClintock & Lowe,
2001, 2007). Analyses of large national data sets and reviews
of routinely collected administrative data were employed to
set the parameters of the welfare problem while limited results
from randomized studies of welfare-to-work demonstrations
helped set the agenda for a work-first approach. Policymakers
drew heavily from trends in the welfare caseload, as well as
from patterns of nonmarital adolescent pregnancy, to help construct the discourse of "welfare dependency" (An, Haveman,
& Wolfe, 1993; Haveman, Wolfe, & Peterson, 1996; Horwitz,
Klerman, Kuo, & Jekel, 1991; Moore, Morrison, & Greene, 1996;
O'Neill, Bassi, & Wolf, 1987; U.S. DHHS, 2000).
While numerous facts and figures were used to make the
case for welfare reform, there was an additional force at work,
namely, the power of neoconservative welfare discourse. In
much of this discourse, there remained intact an us and them
mentality that labeled those on welfare as deviant and thus
responsible for their own dependency. As Asen, following
Foucault, noted in an early article on welfare reform:
Discourse enables and constrains, includes and
excludes, centers and marginalizes because of its
ineluctable association with power and knowledge.
Foucault explains that discourse is the site through
which formations of power/knowledge exercise their
normalizing functions, which prescribe, among other
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things, who may speak and what may be spoken about.
(1996, p. 295)
The welfare reform debate had become incredibly limited
in its theorization and vocabulary. O'Connor describes this as
the power "to exercise ideological hegemony over the boundaries of political discourse" (2001, p. 17). Notions of "illegitimacy" and "dependence" and "irresponsibility" became the
parameters within which all discussion was forced to take
place. Mills (1996) attributes the assignment of such labels to
conservatives who wished to build public support for punitive measures. The construction of these images was held in
the hands of the powerful, the elite, those most interested in
maintaining the status quo (Asen, 1996; Cocca, 2002; Lens,
2002). By extension, those left out of public debate were those
being stigmatized by the dominant ideology As Asen (1996)
and Lens (2002) point out, even though welfare recipients are
those with the most to say about the daily realities and hardships and have the most stake in policy change, their perspectives are generally left out of public deliberation. In the case of
welfare, those most at stake were, of course, poor women and
their children. As presciently noted by Nancy Fraser in 1987,
The "coming welfare wars" will be largely wars about,
even against, women .... Only in terms of a discourse
oriented to the politics of need interpretation can
feminists meaningfully intervene in the coming welfare
wars. But this requires a challenge to the dominant
policy framework. (pp. 103-104)
Unfortunately, Fraser's vision for such a challenge to the
status quo did not occur. In fact, social scientific research was
used to legitimate and fuel welfare discourse leading up to
PRWORA by constructing marginalized objects (e.g., adolescent mothers) and appropriate methods (e.g., secondary
analysis of national administrative datasets) of investigation.
The issue of teenage pregnancy held front and center stage
in the debates leading up to reform. Because this population
(i.e., teen mothers) was also central to the present study, the
following describes the dominant framing of the problem and
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illustrates how alternative discourses that would have been
useful for effective policy making were omitted.
Nonmarital teen pregnancy was deemed the nation's most
pressing social problem and served as the primary reason for
enacting welfare reform. No doubt, the U.S. has a high rate
of teen pregnancy in comparison to similar nations. However,
casting it as the problem driving all other social ills has been
questioned along several fronts (Coley & Chase-Lansdale,
1998). First, there is epidemiological data that suggests it
may not be the age of the mother per se that leads to negative outcomes for their children, but rather the impact of socioeconomic background (Geronimus & Korenman, 1992; Hotz,
McElroy, & Sanders, 1996). Research has also suggested that
teen childbearing among African American women may be
a cultural adaptive strategy, because these women are much
more likely to have negative birth outcomes when they are
older (Geronimus, 2003). Wilcox, Robbennolt, O'Keefe, and
Pynchon (1996) noted that many welfare reform efforts were
based on the belief that the system had created an "incentive
effect" for nonmarital births, particularly for adolescents, but
they concluded that such an effect did not exist. This position
was corroborated in a report by the Institute of Medicine which
stated that "the empirical literature does not lend support to
the popular perception that AFDC and other income transfer
programs exert an important influence on nonmarital fertility"
(Brown & Eisenberg, 1995, p. 198). Finally, recall how the architects of PRWORA advanced abstinence-only educational programs despite the widely-acknowledged dearth of evidence to
support this approach (Kirby, 1997; Moore, Miller, Morrison,
Glei, & Blumenthal, 1995).
While researchers outside of the mainstream policy analysis framework were not successful in reframing policy discussions at the time of welfare reform, there is now an opportunity to examine welfare reform's effects and influence
future anti-poverty strategies. Fortunately, there has emerged
a relatively small but important body of literature that more
critically examines constructions of the "welfare recipient" or
"teen mother" underlying welfare reform language (Jimenez,
1999; Hawkesworth, 1999; Williams, 1995). This focus on the
discourse and meta-constructs of welfare and poverty, rather
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than programs or policies, came largely in response to what
many considered an invalid depiction of the lives, beliefs, and
motivations of poor women. At the heart of such scholarship is
a focus on women's everyday experience of welfare, a critical
stance towards mainstream dependency discourse, an appreciation for the care work done by women, and an acknowledgement of the power of structural forces (particularly race,
class, and gender) and how they interact with individual identities and experiences (Albelda, 2001; Brush, 2003; Christopher,
2004). Implicit in empirical work of this nature is a respect for,
and reliance upon, local knowledge and insiders' perspectives
(see Coley, Kuta, & Chase-Lansdale, 2000; Dodson, 1998; Edin
& Lien, 1997; Rains, Davies, & McKinnon, 1998; Seccombe,
James, & Walters 1998). The present study is situated within
this body of research.
Methods
The data presented in this paper are drawn from multiple, in-depth interviews that were conducted in 2002 and
2003 at the Center for Success (CFS) Inames of institutions
and individuals have been altered to maintain confidentiality], a Boston-based alternative educational and social service
agency. The author recruited participants by conducting two
informational sessions at the CFS during which she explained
the purposes of the study, criteria for inclusion, and the rights
and responsibilities associated with participation. The sample
of youth consisted of fourteen adolescents. Eleven were female
and three were male. All participants were either African
American or Hispanic/Latino(a). Most participants were teen
parents. Written consent was obtained prior to the start of all
interviews. Each interview was approximately one hour in
length. Most interviews were conducted on-site at the Center
for Success, while others were held in participants' homes or
public venues. Some of the follow-up interviews took place
over the phone due to scheduling difficulties. With the permission of participants, both in-person and phone interviews
were tape recorded.
The interviews were semi-structured and consisted of
open-ended questions meant to elicit in-depth, personal
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responses from participants. The first part of the interview followed a life history framework. Participants were asked questions about their childhood and about their relationships with
family and friends. Once these personal life histories had been
established, the interview moved into discussion of welfare
reform-how welfare had influenced their lives, what they
thought of reform, which provisions they were familiar with,
and how reform was currently affecting their lives. Follow-up
interviews were conducted to see how participants' circumstances had changed since the first interview, to ask questions
that had been omitted the first time, and to probe deeper into
certain issues that emerged during a review of the first interview. The study also included brief, impromptu cell phone
interviews which were helpful in following up with participants on questions that emerged after the first interview and
for gaining an understanding of the everyday struggles and
accomplishments they experienced.
A multi-staged, systematic process was used to analyze the
qualitative data from interviews. Before doing any cross-case
comparisons, a case analysis for each interview was compiled
(Patton, 1990). This process allowed for an understanding of
variation among participants to emerge more clearly during
the cross-case analysis. Most of the interviews were transcribed
verbatim, in their totality. In some cases, certain passages were
transcribed verbatim and the rest of the data were summarized. (The latter procedure was necessary because of the poor
audio quality on some of the tapes.) The interview transcripts
were analyzed in two ways. First, the key constructs of interest, identified a priori, were identified and then coded across
different, more specific, dimensions. Following this process, a
more inductive, grounded theory approach was used to identify concepts that did not fit into the a priori categorization
scheme (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The
cumulative results of these processes formed the basis of the
study's conclusions.
Findings
First, findings are presented that relate to two specific policy
provisions (i.e., time limits and work requirements), which are
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a small subset of those covered in the full study. Then data on
topics not directly related to welfare reform but that illustrate
some of the key contextual factors shaping adolescents' lives
are presented. In the final part of this section, the intersections
of these policy topics with contextual issues and analyis of
their relevance in light of wider structural problems endemic
to the urban poor are revisted.
Time Limits
Massachusetts adopted a time limit law that was even
stricter than the federal government's requirement. In the
Commonwealth, one could only receive benefits for two years
in a continuous five year period. Overall, youth in the study
supported the notion of time limits, but their endorsement
was usually qualified in some way. (Most of the mothers in the
sample were actually exempt from this requirement because
their youngest child was less than two years of age.) They
thought that the amount of time on welfare should be limited,
but that the rule should not be applied uniformly to all people,
since situations vary from one case to another. The point at
which participants' support for time limits began to diminish
was when they considered how the policy might affect their
educational aspirations. As participants were well aware, the
two-year time limit in Massachusetts made it virtually impossible for a young mother on welfare to complete a four-year
degree.
Participants' experience with and knowledge of the specifics of the time limits policy varied quite substantially. In the case
of Anessa, time limits were a constantly looming presence. Her
eldest child was five years old and her youngest was seventeen
months at the time of the first interview. Anessa was twenty
years old and knew that her time limits would start when she
reached age twenty-one or finished her GED, whichever came
first. Since her youngest child was a "cap baby" (a term used
by participants to describe children who were subject to the
family cap), and she did not receive any financial support from
the children's father, times were very tough. With two GED
tests remaining and the time limits clock lurking around the
comer, Anessa felt particularly stressed and rushed. On the
other end of the spectrum were participants who knew about
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the time limits in a general sense, but had no idea how they
applied to their particular situation. When I asked Mya if she
knew when her time clock would start ticking, she replied,
"You know, that's something I really need to find out, cause I
really don't know."
Gabriela's (age 18) views on time limits were representative
of those expressed by many other participants. Particularly interesting in her case was the multiplicity of perspectives held,
all of which were revealed gradually throughout the course of
our first interview. For example, Gabriela's comments initially
mirrored wider stereotypes about welfare recipients as "lazy"
individuals who remain "dependent" on the system for a long
time:
Oh my god, I was always the number-one person
saying, "I'm never gonna go on welfare. I'm not lazy.
I don't need anybody. All you have to do is get a job"
and all this .... Before, I know that people would just sit
on welfare and collect and collect.
Unlike some participants, Gabriela was able to articulate
the nuances of the time limits policy. She clearly demonstrated
her knowledge of how welfare had changed since the implementation of reform, in terms of both time limits and work
requirements. For example, she explained:
Now they have programs. You gotta get up, you gotta
get out in two years. They're gonna help you for two
years. If, if you haven't helped yourself in two years,
if you haven't done anything with yourself, they'll
give you the money but once those two years are up,
that's it. You're off the system and you can't get help
anymore. That's it. You only have two years. You have
to get a job. They, they offer job training and you know,
there's all kinds of things that you can do, but if you
don't do it in two years, then, too bad for you.
Despite this initial sounding of support for time limits,
when pressed further, respondents often modified their response and articulated a more tempered view that called for
attention to the specific circumstances of participants' lives.
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Gabriela, for example, refined her argument to say that, while
the policy is good idea in theory, the system through which it
is administered must be flexible. She explained:
I definitely think that [there should be a time limit on
welfare]. But it should be for each case. Like, on a caseto-case, you know, basis.. .Like, there shouldn't be a
standard. Like, I think you have to look at everyone's
personal situation. Some people are gonna need a little
bit more help than other people.. .I think you should
help them a little longer.
In the end, it seemed that Gabriela probably would have
placed herself in this "special case" category. This made sense
because, at the time of our interviews, she was living in a
homeless shelter for teens who had experienced domestic violence, trying to finish her high school education, and caring for
an infant who, for several months, had been in the neonatal
intensive care unit of a local hospital. When I asked Gabriela to
reflect on how she was dealing with the many welfare-related
pressures on her mind, she replied, "I don't know. I'm just focusing. So it's not like I have time to be feeling anything. It's
like, you gotta get this done and that's it. There's no time to
feel."
Work Requirements
The notion of having to work in exchange for benefits is
one which study participants generally supported. However,
participants in this study were exempt from this particular requirement because their children were less than 6 years of age.
There was an obvious appropriation of mainstream discourse
about the importance of employment and having a strong
work ethic. Support was tempered by the realities of the faltering economy, labor market discrimination, and child care and
transportation problems.
Everyone said that they wanted to work rather than receive
welfare (or in some cases, rather than engage in criminal activities), at least as an eventual goal. Others argued in support of
work simply because they believed that the amount of money
one received on welfare was not enough to make ends meet.
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As Monica (age 18)-who moved from welfare to an internship and then to a permanent administrative job at a large investment company-put it, "If you can work, just work. It's
better than bein' on welfare." Gabriela expressed similar sentiments and contrasted her own work ethic with that of her
baby's father, Mike (an SSI recipient), whom she was in the
process of divorcing after only a few months of marriage. She
explained:
I mean, Mike, he's the type of person, he could sit on
his ass for the rest of his life and collect money from the
government. He has no problem with that. No problem
with that. Me, I have to be doin' something. I like to
work anyway. I have to know I'm makin' a difference,
that I'm doin' something positive.. .I'd rather work for
money than sit and have it given to me.
Although study participants were not being forced into
the labor market yet, they believed that the expectation was
reasonable and, ultimately, positive for people on welfare.
Aaliyah (age 20) explained how, despite an initial "sky is
falling" reaction to welfare reform, she now believed that a
work requirement would benefit young women and their children. She went on to describe her personal support for work
requirements:
I think it's a good idea. Just, just in my personal life, just
in the way they're doin' it, it's like, the people that don't
wanna work, it forces them to sort of get up and look for
jobs, it really does. And, even the people that are tryin'
to work their way off of welfare, I think it gives it more
structure. I think it helps a lot more because that way
you're not enabled, you know what I mean? To just sit
and you know, let years pass you by.
Aaliyah's comments demonstrated how pervasive dominant welfare discourse and the unconscious practice of "othering" are, even among a population that receives cash benefits.
During the course of the study, participants went through
the range of experiences that accompany labor market participation. Some of the youth were actively looking for jobs
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or already working. Some participants obtained jobs while
another lost his. Contrary to what many of the stereotypes
suggest about an unwillingness among welfare-reliant young
mothers to seek and sustain employment, most participants
had already developed a work history, inasmuch as a teenager
is able to given school commitments and the limited range of
employment opportunities available. Their jobs tended to be
clustered in the service (e.g., fast food, drug stores, retail) and
administrative (e.g., telemarketing, secretarial) sectors, and
many had also worked with children. Several entered training programs (e.g., medical assistant, nursing, cosmetology)
during the study; others hoped to do so after finishing their
GEDs.
These findings suggest that participants in the study
seemed to be "getting the message" of welfare reform and
that they agreed with some of its basic tenets, at least on the
surface. Interview data also demonstrated how easily participants were able to parrot mainstream truisms on topics such
as self-sufficiency and personal responsibility. However, the
next section will provide some examples of how complex the
lives of these adolescents were, often rendering their support
for welfare reform in theory an impossibility in practical terms.
I present data on two contextual issues (i.e. health and drugs)
that had major effects on participants' lives. Significantly, most
participants had experienced multiple issues of this sort, either
incrementally while growing up, or in some cases, in "realtime" during the course of the study.
Contextual Factors
In the discursive mainstream of welfare policy, there is
an under-appreciation of the ways that health and disabilityrelated issues affect young parents in poverty. Even in this
small sample of fourteen Boston teens, this theme emerged
over and over again. For instance, Luz (age 21) had reproductive health problems that required surgery and ultimately
forced her to leave a job. Both Gabriela and Missy (age 20) had
children with significant special health care needs. Gabriela's
baby had to stay in the hospital for about five months after his
birth due to a problem with the growth of his internal organs;
eventually, he was expected to develop normally. Missy's son
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was born with a serious congenital birth defect; he required
constant care and his condition would not improve with age.
Several of the other young women in the study experienced
pregnancies riddled with complications. Mental health issues
were also highly prevalent, particularly among the families
and partners of individuals in the study.
Substance abuse and drug selling were major factors in the
lives of these urban youth, although the ways in which drugs
played out in their lives varied. Selling drugs was a recurrent
story in the interviews-several participants had either sold
drugs themselves or were involved with someone who had
done so. Not surprisingly, the main reason why participants
and their associates started selling drugs was because of the financial gain available. The temptation to sell drugs was never
far removed because there were always older people looking
for young people to sell or hold drugs for them. There was
also a perception that it was very difficult to get a job and that,
once in a job, the pay would be extremely low. As Luz said,
"You sell a rock, that's forty dollars right there. Just for one
rock. Two-second work." From Ricky's (age 18) point of view,
drug selling was a necessity for survival. He had disengaged
from his parents at a very young age and spent a significant
amount of time on the streets. Selling drugs and engaging in
other illegal activities were some of the few things he felt he
could do to support himself. This way of life got Ricky into
some very serious trouble and danger as a teenager-so much
so that his father sent him to New York to get away from gang
members who wanted to harm him. He explained it this way:
Back in the day, when I was younger, I used to always
just, like I used to pump. I used to be selling all the
time. 'Cause most of the time when I was younger, you
know, my parents wasn't really there for me. Like my
mother, she was always doin' something else and my
father he was always getting locked up. So, you know,
I had no way to eat. Or survive. So I had to, you know,
do everything-steal, sell drugs, steal cars and sell 'em
by parts. Everything.
Participants had also been affected by the user's end of
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drug dealing. In this sample, several had family members, partners or friends that were affected by substance abuse. Aaliyah,
for example, lost her mother to drug use when she was only
sixteen. Her boyfriend was also a drug dealer, although she
claimed not to know this until late in their relationship. Luz's
mother was also addicted to drugs. Gabriela's husband came
from a family with a lot of drug use (including his mother,
whom Gabriela referred to as a "pill junkie") and he himself
smoked a lot of marijuana. Even when participants were not
directly involved in drug selling or drug use, others' activities
had strongly negative consequences, making indelible marks
on their life trajectories.
Structural Issues
Many of the challenges described above are often explained
in policy debate as individual "life histories"-troubling and
unfortunate, but ultimately tied to a specific person's background. They may seem to be important contextual backdrops,
but still within the domain of individual experiences and/or
"choices." However, in the interviews, there were also many
references to macro-level structures and institutional arrangements (i.e., state and national economy, labor market, educational system) that directly shaped participants' experiences
and viewpoints with respect to welfare reform policies. For instance, despite the fact that many participants agreed in theory
with two of welfare reform's main provisions-time limits and
work requirements-their experiences with larger structural
issues problematized the authenticity of that support. For instance, consider Gabriela's description of a relative's experience with time limits:
Like, my Aunt, she was stressin' out because her two
years were up but the training that they had given her,
there weren't a lot ofjobs open inthat field. And also, they
weren't payin' enough. 'Cause, you know, they were
tellin' her you're gonna have to pay for insurance, this
and that. And, like, the jobs that were open in her field,
they were too far away or they weren't paying enough. So
it wouldn't even be worth it.
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Despite the fact that Gabriela was talking about a very
individualized instance of how time limits could affect one's
life, she weaved in some of the most important structural
issues to which welfare reform critics frequently point-a
faltering economy based on jobs that are few in number, lack
health insurance, do not pay enough, and are geographically
unreachable.
One of the major problems confronting study participants
was the changing nature of the economy and increased competition for jobs. This was true even in the retail and services
sectors, which is where most participants were targeting their
job search. Several of the participants expressed extreme frustration in regard to finding employment. Ricky, for example,
had a job at a drugstore chain when I first interviewed him
in the Fall of 2002. By the time we talked again a few months
later, he had been fired. When asked how the job search was
going, he gave me a simple answer: "Horrible." Compounding
Ricky's difficulties was the fact that he had a criminal record
and had spent time in jail. This illustrates another structural
problem, that of the juvenile justice system. As he explained:
I get mad because the system, it's all one big circle. As
long as you don't get locked up, you can get a job. But
if you get locked up, for stealing or for selling drugs or
whatever, and you come out... they make it impossible
for you to get a job so you gotta go back to the criminal
life.
Similar problems were found in the educational sphere.
For example, the alternative education system in Boston had
become increasingly stressed as a result of state government's
budget cuts in education and social service spending. The need
for educational services for English as a Second Language
(ESL) students was rapidly on the rise. As an educational staff
member at CFS summarized, "The demand for that is absolutely huge and the supply is just not even close." So, while
mandatory school attendance requirements were one of the
least contentious of welfare reform issues, the structural problems experienced by a diverse and economically struggling
city represented serious roadblocks between intended and
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actual welfare reform outcomes.
This study included both male and female respondents to
gain a sense of how public policy with an arguably gendered
nature and history might differentially affect urban youth
based on their sex. While the life stories of all participants
were quite complex and largely shaped by the effects of urban
poverty, the women in particular faced enormous challenges
at the personal and social levels that were only exacerbated in
light of welfare reform policies. The personal responsibilities
they had already taken on in life often clashed directly with
the mandates of reform. For instance, while many of the young
mothers in the study were dealing with various requirements
of reform, such as mandatory school attendance, they were
also responsible for the majority of care work in the household.
And for most, this was not new or simply a result of becoming parents at a young age, as they had been forced to take on
many adult responsibilities long before having their own children (e.g., taking care of younger siblings, working part-time
jobs, and cooking/cleaning). Some of the specific policy provisions were particularly difficult for women, even when not
directed squarely at them. For example, they were required to
provide information about the fathers of their children for the
child support enforcement rules, but this made their interpersonal relationships with the men in their lives even more perilous because they feared physical or emotional retaliation. In
addition to these challenges that resided in the private spheres
of their lives, the women faced larger, structural issues such
as gender discrimination and wage inequality in the labor
market
Discussion
Accepting welfare reform in theory is not the same as being
able to comply with reform efforts in practice. In listening to
the life stories of* low-income urban adolescents, it quickly
became apparent that they had lived incredibly complex, and
often difficult, lives. Their circumstances were not the result of
one bad decision. Rather, the situations they found themselves
in by the time they reached young adulthood were caused by
a lifelong accumulation of disadvantage. These circumstances
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shaped the context in which the various welfare reform provisions were being experienced by participants and, to a large
extent, influenced the policy's effects.
Noted here and in other research, the discourse of welfare
reform-personal responsibility (good), dependency (bad), illegitimacy (very bad)-served as the underlying and unquestioned logic of policy provisions like time limits and work
requirements. Admittedly, the low-income adolescents participating in this study had no problem speaking in this languageat least at first. Structural explanations of poverty abounded in
the life stories of these urban adolescents, but their ability to
articulate them was often overwhelmed by their appropriation
of dominant welfare discourse. Teens affected by these policies
were able to begin to deconstruct these narratives of poverty
and welfare only through the telling of their own stories, their
everyday experiences. Helping to amplify the voices behind
these stories is one of the most valuable contributions that the
qualitative research community can make. Policy analysis and
evaluation framed within an interpretivist paradigm and supported by diverse forms of social inquiry can open up discursive space for alternative framings of poverty and welfare and
promote a more deliberative form of policy debate.
The complex social environment described by adolescents
in this study and shaped by structural elements of poverty was
not accounted for adequately in the planning of welfare reform
policy. More than ten years later, we find that many proclamations of welfare reform's triumph are correspondingly simplistic and unidimensional. This has resulted in large part because
of a research industry that asked a narrow set of questions and
employed a similarly constricted group of methods to answer
policy questions which were, from the beginning, established
to be almost self-fulfilling. For instance, as Cancian noted
several years ago, "If the goal of welfare reform is to reduce
the number of families receiving benefits, then time limits and
other restrictions mean that the current reforms will, almost
by definition, be successful" (2001, p. 312). Most research on
welfare reform did not include holistic accounts of women's
"on the ground" experiences of the everyday; it atomized their
lives into certain behavioral indicators rather than in relation
to macro-level issues like wage decline, gender discrimination,
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and lack of jobs.
Future research needs to include a broader set of methodological approaches and disciplinary perspectives in order to:
(1) more fully understand the real impact of welfare reform
on the lives of the poor; and, (2) to help shape a policy agenda
that tackles poverty in light of numerous contextual factors.
Inquiry must move beyond the same types of descriptive research questions (which generally ask "how many") that have
characterized welfare research for the past quarter century
(McClintock & Lowe, 2007). The research industry as a whole
must realize that "studying poverty is not the same thing as
studying the poor" (O'Connor, p. 22). Ultimately, examining
the long-term effects of welfare reform will require more than
tabulating administrative data. Better understanding the lives
of the poor from their perspectives and at the level of everyday
experience is critical for developing policies that challenge the
structural factors of poverty which encircle welfare discourse.
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Book Reviews
John M. Hagedorn (Ed.). Gangs in the Global City: Alternatives
to Traditional Criminology. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois
Press, 2007. $65.00 hardcover, $25.00 papercover.
The past 100 years have seen tremendous changes in urban
street gangs. Born from the rapid industrialization of cities in
the early 1900s, these gangs have evolved from small immigrant groups defending neighborhood turf to highly-organized
and economically-prosperous multinational organizations.
Today, gangs exist in the suburbs and rural areas. They are expected to be found in most urban areas. Gangs are popular,
with new members joining every day and young children aspiring to join someday. These gangs have a strong influence
over members, families, and the neighborhoods where they
are located. Decades of criminological theory and research describe the power of these gangs to recruit and socialize new
members, impact local crime rates, and proliferate in spite of
increased attention from law enforcement.
As technology leaps forward, the world seems to shrink.
Communication across continents is easier and faster than ever
and everything from business to entertainment is becoming increasingly global. Given how gangs have adapted and thrived
for decades, it should be no surprise to see them evolve in this
direction too. While such changes have clear implications for
understanding today's gangs and their place in the world,
scholars generally have been slow to study the globalization of
gangs. For these reasons, Gangs in the Global City: Alternatives
to Traditional Criminology is an important and necessary new
book. Edited by John M. Hagedorn, this collection of chapters
is authored by notable scholars from around the world and
offers several new ideas to advance academic discourse about
gangs.
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, September 2008, Volume XXXV, Number 3
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As described in the introductory chapter to the book (and
elaborated on throughout the subsequent chapters), this collection challenges traditional criminology in three areas.
First, while traditional thinking defines gang involvement as
deviant and temporary adolescent pursuits, it is proposed here
that gangs are institutionalized in many locales around the
world. Next, the book argues that gangs are international and
responsive to globalization. They are not a strictly American
creations. Finally, gangs are described here as "social actors"
who are defined by ethnic and racial composition, their economic pursuits and gender. These topics are approached from
different perspectives and the book offers an appropriate mix
of theory and critique.
The first three chapters focus primarily on theories and
their application. The first chapter, by John Hagedorn, is particularly interesting since it connects new ideas with early,
traditional theories about gangs (such as those offered by
the Chicago School). This effort early in the book makes a nice
link with the past and helps make explicit how it builds upon
strong criminological foundations. Subsequent chapters then
examine topics such as gangs in Europe and Australia, the
formation of female gang identity, and ideological differences
across gangs, cultures and continents. Luis Barrios and David
Brotherton contribute noteworthy chapters exploring the religious, political, and social aspects of New York's Almighty
Latin King and Queen Nation. These chapters augment the
authors' previous work on this topic, including the excellent
book Gangs and Society: Alternative Perspectives (co-edited with
Louis Kontos). The final two chapters summarize key, recurrent themes from the preceding chapters and review challenges confronting gangs (and our thinking about gangs) in this
global context.
Beyond addressing the basic need for books exploring
gangs in a global context, perhaps the greatest strength of this
book is its collection of authors. In a book like this that promises an international focus, one would expect diverse perspectives. This book more than satisfies this expectation by delivering chapters written by internationally recognized sociologists,
criminologists, and anthropologists from countries such as
the United States, Mexico, Australia, and England, among
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others. Moreover, the authors, including Luis Barrios, David
Brotherton, Jock Young, and James Short, Jr. (just to name a
few), are among the leaders of gang research. The authors are
respected scholars and are more than qualified to contribute
meaningfully to this volume.
This strong mix of fresh ideas offered by top authors in
well-written and well-researched commentaries makes this
book an important publication. The challenges to traditional
criminology offered here are welcome and reasonable given
the changing nature of gangs as well as the international influences on gang activities. The book is recommended reading for
criminologists, sociologists, and anyone else with an interest in
understanding street gangs and crime in a global context.
Matthew T. Theriot
The University of Tennessee
John Louis Recchiuti. Civic Engagement: Social Science and
Progressive Era Reform in New York City. Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007. $59.95 hardcover.
John Louis Recchiuti, Professor of History and Director of
the American Studies Program at Mount Union College, Ohio,
has written a lively and well-researched study of activist intellectuals in New York City during the Progressive Era of the late
1 9 th and early 2 0 th centuries. It complements the many studies
of the Progressive Era published each year, illustrating ongoing
scholarly interest in a period that saw an outpouring of social
thought and action by broad array of reformers from proponents of the Social Gospel to pioneering social scientists that
included women, African Americans such as W.E.B. DuBois
and George Edmund Haynes, and others who searched for
ways to bring an increasingly complex society into conformity
with its egalitarian ideals.
Recchiuti focuses on New York City, arguably the most
dynamic and important city in the United States at the end of
the 1 9 th century.Amagnet for business, banking and immigrants
looking for opportunities, the city attracted young social scientists, including college educated women with backgrounds
in history, economics, anthropology and political science, who
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found careers in social settlements, charitable organizations,
municipal research bureaus, philanthropic foundations and
universities. Charles Beard, a progressive Columbia University
professor of politics, called New York City a "political science
laboratory" and his Columbia colleague, sociologist Samuel
McCune Lindsay, saw the city as a "sociological laboratory"
teeming with immigrants and races where new social science
methods could be enlisted in progressive social causes.
Recchiuti skillfully uses primary sources, archival collections and memoirs to unravel the reform activities of an indefatigable band of New York City reformers. He does not
attempt to place their work in a broader international context
as has been done by scholars who have investigated the international dimensions of reform during the Progressive
Era. Similar to today's "public intellectuals," the "civically
engaged" New York experts were not confined by narrow job
descriptions. They held multiple memberships on the boards of
social settlements and in progressive organizations such as the
American Association for Labor Legislation which advocated
for government assistance to the unemployed, the elderly and
the sick; the National Child Labor Committee which fought
against child labor and the National Consumers League where
Florence Kelley, a lawyer and alumna of Jane Addams' Hull
House, led the fight for safe working conditions and adequate
wages. Lillian Wald, the nurse who founded Henry Street
Settlement on Manhattan's Lower East Side, not only offered
innovative and badly needed services to her immigrant neighbors, but worked incessantly with like-minded social scientists
and philanthropists both locally and nationally to end child
labor, improve housing for low-income workers, improve municipal sanitation, and prevent tuberculosis.
Progressive reformers understood that good social science
research was no guarantee of successful reform. One of the
book's strengths is the author's delineation of the frequent gaps
between reformers' means and ends-recognition that even
the most elegantly crafted social research was no guarantee
that good social policies would eventuate, given the realities
of the political process. The election of 1912 saw progressive
social science at the peak of its influence, most notably in the
platform of the Progressive Party and its candidate Theodore

Book Reviews

Roosevelt. Shifting political alliances and World War I brought
much of progressivism to a standstill.
Recchiuti has crafted a careful and lively account of the
work of the New York social scientists in the New York Charity
Organization Society and the founding of the New York School
of Philanthropy, a pioneering School of Social Work. His story
of the New York City social settlements, which have been
studied elsewhere, illustrates a central paradox of Progressive
reform, the gap between privileged experts and their reformist ideals and those they meant to serve. Settlement leaders,
such as Mary Kingsbury Simkhovitch, a founder of Greenwich
House on the Lower West Side, fostered participation by settlement neighbors in efforts to improve their well-being and were
sometimes met with resistance, a dilemma often experienced
by social welfare reformers.
This book is particularly timely. The experiences of this
small band of New York City reformers, women and men,
African Americans and whites who used social science to
engage the problems of their day is worth retelling. Their
stories could encourage and invigorate progressive social scientists, particularly those working in academic settings which
may discourage applied research and community service that
could contribute to beneficial social reform. The successes of
the New York City reformers illustrate how careful research
and effective collaboration can influence policymaking.
John M. Herrick
Michigan State University
Craig Calhoun (Ed.). Sociology in America: A History. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2007. $85.00 hardcover, $30.00
papercover.
This fascinating, informative, and at times frustrating
book of 913 pages is a centennial publication of the American
Sociological Association. It provides a sociological history of
sociology in the United States. The contributing authors of
this twenty-one chapter edited volume focus firstly on an understanding the development of the discipline more than its
implications for broader national or intellectual history and
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secondly, on institutional patterns shaping the field such as
developments in departmental powerhouses at Columbia,
Chicago, Michigan, and Wisconsin, as well as publications such
as the American Journalof Sociology and the American Sociological
Review. The first twelve chapters interweave several themes,
including tensions between reformers' impulses for social activism and universities' demands for value-neutral theoretical
advancement, and between advocates for qualitative or for
quantitative methodologies, and they are roughly chronological through the 1960s. The remaining nine chapters are thematic, suggesting that in the 1970s sociology abandoned its
often strained, if not invented, quest for theoretical and methodological coherency (vis-A-vis that achieved by economics)
and that the discipline has been in intellectual and institutional
disarray since then, as it seeks relevance in light of contemporary debates regarding its influence or lack thereof on public
policy. This structure necessitates redundancy that may frustrate some readers, as it did me.
For purposes of this review, I focus on three chapters that
most intrigued me and that I believe will be of most interest
to JSSW readers. In Chapter three Patricia Lengermann and
Gillian Niebrugge provide three narratives of sociology's relation to social work: the natural history narrative which posits
the separate development of each; the social history narrative
which delineates a shared beginning, eventual separation into
disparate professions respectively located or anchored primarily in universities (sociology) and in social service agencies
(social work), and the on-going relation between the two; and
the critical history narrative, that initially locates the professional bases of both the academy and relief agencies in settlement houses. As is well known, their mission was to reform
society by using knowledge derived from an understanding
of social science whose theories and methods were to inform
public opinion to effect legislative change. They were eventually marginalized and turned on a particularized politics of
gender informed by feminist scholarship. Since this book is not
a historian's history, there is no attempt to sort out or adjudicate the relative merits of the truth claims asserted in the three
accounts of the relation between sociology and social work.
This is an inevitable shortcoming of the book, reflecting the
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conscientious decision by the editors to compile a sociological
history of the discipline.
Another chapter that intrigued me was Chapter five in
which Marjorie DeVault provides "a story" about fieldwork
traditions in sociology and the growth of qualitative methods
in the second half of the twentieth century. The University of
Chicago occupies a prominent place in this development, most
notably in the 1920s when social welfare definitively moved
out of the sociology department into the separate School of
Social Service Administration and when sociological fieldworkers aligned themselves more closely with anthropology,
then housed in the sociology department, where governing
impulses were more theoretical than reformist. W. I. Thomas,
Robert Part, and Ernest Burgess and several of their students are given their due. The bulk of the chapter, however,
is devoted to the post-WWII period and covers the development of participation observation during the 1950s, alternative
approaches to qualitative research, such as ethnomethodology
in the 1960s and 1970s, and postmodem influences during the
1980s through 2005, the centennial year of ASA. This chapter
provides a useful counterbalance to the emphasis placed on
the development of quantitative methodology in sociology, as
well as to the quantitative basis of much contemporary theoretical work, such as that by Gary Becker.
The other chapter that intrigues me was Chapter eleven
in which Doug McAdam examines the impact of the 1960s
and shows how public sociology moved in a non-chronological manner from relevance to irrelevance. Between 1970 and
2002 the status and visibility of applied work declined sharply,
indicated in part by the increased marginalization of subfields such as criminology and demography, and by declining
percentages of ASA membership in applied sections such as
medical sociology, crime, law and deviance, sociology of education, family, population, mental health, aging and the life
course, and alcohol, drugs and tobacco among others. This
chapter is important in light of contemporary efforts to reestablish the relevancy of sociology to public policy.
The book would have been better served by a more thorough examination of the split from the American Sociological
Association by members who formed the Society for the Study
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of Social Problems in 1951, a topic mentioned intermittently
in several chapters. Also, although due deference is given to
issues of race, gender, and class in several of the thematic chapters, the volume neglects the sustained work of William Jules
Wilson and Frances Fox Piven, both past presidents of ASA and
both committed to social justice. The present volume, however,
serves as a long-awaited and necessary first step toward a historians' history of the discipline. It concludes with an invaluable 117-page appendix of readings and resources, brief biographical sketches of contributors, and a detailed index.
Richard Caputo
Yeshiva University

Amanda Moore McBride & Michael W. Sherraden, (Eds.). Civic
Service Worldwide: Impacts and Inquiry. Armonk, NY: M. E.
Sharpe, 2007. $49.95 hardcover.
This book covers an array of research agendas, providing
us with a much needed reference volume on Western approaches to Civic Service. The volume also provides readers with a
cogent argument for more theorizing and empirical evaluation
of existing civic service movements. Because it seeks to inform
us about the current civic service movements worldwide as
well as calling us to use more social science methods in assessing these movements, it raises expectations concerning future
global research agendas. The need for more research and wider
dissemination of public knowlege of civic service movements
is without a doubt urgent. This book is an excellent starting
point but leaves those of us interested in non-Western civic
service approaches wanting a second volume that addresses
the various forms such civic service takes as well as a comprehensive blueprint for working with communities using nonimported organizational structures and culturally relevant
approaches.
The book is divided into five main sections that cover the
most salient aspects of civic service: the rise of civic service, the
policy and domestic effects of civic service, the implications of
civic service for life-cycle outcomes, the international bridging
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potential of civic service, and finally, the scope of the impacts
and measurement methods needed to fully assess civic service
as a field of inquiry. The authors contributing to the various
sections clearly understand the role of civic service in nationbuilding and nation-development. Each chapter brings new
information, either by tracing historical legacies and precursors to current civic service initiatives and programs or by descriptive analysis of civic service programs in various countries and international collaborative initiatives. All leave the
reader better informed and with a compelling vision of what
we still have to learn about research methodologies applied
to civic service outcomes. Perhaps the most important and
urgent debate among civic service researchers is the need for
standardizing evaluation approaches and methodologies in
order to fully ascertain the remarkable role of civic service in
the lives of individuals, communities and nations.
Sections two and three provide a thorough understanding
of an array of programs and initiatives across countries (Israel,
Nigeria, England, Denmark, Chile, and the United States)
and across continents (Africa and Latin America). Some civic
service programs began as an off-shot of military service that
morphed into education support service programs. The transformative nature of civic service programs creates a compelling
vision of the future in its inclusiveness of volunteers across the
life-cycle. The consequence of such broad-stroke inclusion has
been not only the recruitment of a demographic cross-section
of volunteers but an equally inclusive broad demographic of
civic service recipients. The powerful consequence of such inclusiveness is the strengthening of democratic worldviews and
actions. This is not an insignificant outcome for in such beginnings lie the potential for popular support for conflict resolution described in section four.
Section four covers the important topic of cross-border
and international civic service. The growing cross-country
collaboration in civic service programs creates the possibility
for an entry point for increased future preparedness of societies to the realities of globalization and economic coordination. What is addressed in this section, but not fully explored,
is the adverse effect that institutional structures and funding
sources create in the form of maintaining a North-South,
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developed-developing imbalance of power within the civic
service organization. These social and economic nation-state
realities create an inordinate barrier to equitable participation in collaborative international civic service organizations.
Additionally, such realities call into question the nature of
how international civic service institutions are created: will
they look like developed nations' organizations? Or will they
reflect the characteristics of developing nations' institutions
with their priorities and cultural characteristics? Or perhaps as
a consequence of inclusive collaboration, the new civic service
organization becomes a hybrid of the two? The power inequities between countries can create stoppages to full participation among the trans-country partners. Moreover, the pressures
associated with outcomes are firmly promoted by funding
sources of international civic service initiatives and they too,
play a powerful role in how these international organizations
form and develop an organizational culture of their own.
The final section of the book addresses the issue of research
methods, approaches and implications both for policy and for
evaluation of impacts. I wholeheartedly agree with both chapters in this section that there is an urgent need for a more complete and deeper understanding of the role civic service plays
in the health and wealth of individuals, organizations, communities, regions, nations and global society. I further agree
with the need for parsimony, as the authors of these two chapters suggest. Manageability and universality is critical to the
development of indicators, metrics, evaluation techniques and
interpretation of empirical findings. However, the recognition
that different disciplines provide us with a variety of perspectives on the development and impact of civic service needs to
be preserved in any research paradigm and model typology.
Missing factors can provide important clues to the sustainability of civic service in isolated and forgotten communities.
McBride and Sherraden remind us of the care needed in developing a standard research framework when they allude to the
'paucity of research' on the impact of civic service initiatives
on the served.
Barbara J. Robles
Arizona State University
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Nancy L. Green & Francois Weil (Eds.). Citizenship and Those
Who Leave: The Politics of Emigration and Expatriation.
Champagne, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2007. $60.00
hardcover, $25.00 papercover.
Whereas freedom to leave a country is a fundamental
human right, most prominently embodied in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, freedom to enter a country is
not. Thus, national policies in democratic societies can certainly limit immigration, but can hardly legislate emigration. For
this reason, scholarship of migration has almost exclusively
focused on immigration. This edited volume sets out to reverse
that perspective. The book aims to examine nations' attitudes
toward their expatriates, how countries have encouraged and
discouraged emigration, and what relations exist between
nations and their diasporas.
The book is divided into five parts. Part I, "Freedom of
Movement," describes the historical origins of the concept of
the right to emigrate. The two chapters in this section focus
on economic and demographic influences on emigration, primarily in Western Europe and North America. Part II, "Nation
Building and the Administrative Framework," examines
emigration vis-A-vis national identity in nineteenth-century
Europe. Three chapters focusing on Germany, Italy, Poland,
and France explore how these nations attempted to offer protections and benefits to their citizens abroad and developed
administrative mechanisms for doing so. Part III, "The Costs
of Emigration," analyzes both the economic costs of state
subsidies for emigration as well as the economic benefits of
pushing out the poor and unemployed. The cases of Britain,
Holland, and Germany are examined in the three chapters in
this section. Part IV, "Borders and Links" focuses on North
America. Chapters in this section describe U.S. efforts to influence the emigration policies of other nations: Canadian
efforts to limit emigration to the south, and Mexican efforts to
both discourage emigration to the north and to influence the
treatment of its citizens in the U.S. Finally, Part V, "Naming
Emigrants," examines three nations' conceptions of their expatriates, namely China's "Overseas Chinese," India's "Brain
Drain" emigrants, and Israel's "Yordim."
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While I appreciate this volume as groundbreaking in examining the other half of the migration process, I perceived
several difficulties with the book. First, the title and cover
copy are misleading in that they do not convey that this is
almost entirely a book about history. Save for the chapters on
India and Israel, countries which both, of course, gained their
present national status in the mid-twentieth century, the remaining chapters focus primarily on 18th, 19th, and early 20th
century events. As a scholar of immigration but not a historian, I frankly found it a struggle to get through this material.
My applied social scientist's understanding of the value of
studying history is to avoid repeating its human tragedies and
thus to develop implications for improved social policy in the
future. Such a perspective is not manifested in this volume.
Second, the editors note that the book specifically focuses
on the cases that lie between the extremes of national policies
that expelled citizens for political or religious reasons on the
one hand, and totalitarian regimes that have prevented their
citizens from leaving, on the other. Yet, it is precisely the extremes of any phenomenon that are the most interesting and
possibly the most instructive. Finally, although the book purports to focus on citizenship, several of the chapters deal also
with internal migration, in which citizenship is, of course, a
moot issue. In conclusion, this volume does present a new perspective on migration, one which will primarily be of interest
to historians.
Miriam Potocky
Florida International University

Steve Estes. Ask & Tell: Gay & Lesbian Veterans Speak Out. Chapel
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2007. $29.95
hardcover.
The bulk of this compelling book consists of edited interviews with lesbian and gay veterans from as far back
as World War II right up to the present in Afghanistan and
Iraq. The book follows each of our major wars since WWII
with chronologically interlaced chapters on graduates of the
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military academies, the integration of women during the 1970s,
and the open challenge to end "the ban" by brave men and
women during the 1980's and beyond. In spite of all efforts to
exclude and persecute, young gays and lesbians have gone to
great lengths to enter the military and defend America against
its perceived enemies. The book focuses on soldiers, sailors
and marines that served their country in time of war, many of
whom were combat tested. Regardless of how one might feel
about our government and its military, the stories clearly demonstrate the patriotism of lesbians and gays. Collectively these
are stories of true American heroes, fighting for our nation and
now fighting for the freedoms heterosexual Americans take for
granted.
My own military story is less heroic. As a young gay man
not wanting to be drafted, I joined the U.S. Army Reserves in
1962 and spent six months on active duty in an infantry unit
and six years of on and off weekend and summer duty. I never
saw combat, but I do know first hand of the combat of hiding
in a military closet.
The stories are presented against a backdrop of policies
surrounding gays in the military. Psychiatric theories and the
notion that gay men are too delicate to engage in warfare, proposed by Harry Stack Sullivan, himself a gay man, led to the
first ban on gays in the early days of WWII. In the hysteria
of the cold war, unsubstantiated fear of blackmail was used
to exclude military and government personnel. Yet military
attitudes toward lesbians and gays have varied as a function
of need; in WWII, Korea and Vietnam, military officials often
looked the other way. With the presidency of Ronald Reagan
and the emergence of AIDS, a new wave of persecution came
into being. Coupled with the rise of the gay and lesbian
movement, this persecution led to direct challenges by exemplary military personnel willing to "come out" to the nation.
President Clinton's "don't ask, don't tell," was supposed to
bring about greater tolerance, yet failed, largely because of the
rise of social conservatism and fundamentalist Christianity.
Even with their ranks depleted and over-deployed, military
leaders today continue to search out and destroy lesbians and
gays trying to fill their patriotic duties.
Estes has collected these oral histories to counteract what
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he sees as a general silence about gays in the military. He
argues that "the politics of military service are also the politics
of memory." If we are not told of the valor of lesbian and gay
veterans, he fears Americans will not see us as having been
there to defend our nation. Although there are other books on
this subject, this one is different in that it covers over 60 years
of voices openly talking about their military service.
In October 2000, a bipartisan Congress overwhelmingly
approved funds to establish the Veterans History Project at the
Library of Congress to collect the stories of those who served
their country in time of war. Among the questions interviewers ask is one on the discrimination veterans faced in uniform
and out. Although Congress did not intend it, it gave lesbian
and gay veterans the opportunity to come out. Steve Estes,
working for this project, felt an obligation to "Ask and Tell" so
that these stories will now be part of recorded history.
John F. Longres
University of Washington

Clayton J. Mosher & Scott M. Akins. Drugs and Drug Policy:
The Control of Consciousness Alteration. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage Publications, 2007. $54.95 papercover, $99.95
hardcover.
In the field of alcohol and drug studies, many scholars and
policy analysts have effectively utilized a constructionist orientation to help explain and understand substance abuse policy
and policymaking. From this perspective, individuals interested in the creation and interpretation of alcohol and drug
policy can integrate information from multiple disciplines,
including history, sociology, economics, and political science.
It also allows individuals to take into account the interaction
between dynamics, such as historical and cultural relativity,
political and self-interest, language and discourse (including
rhetoric, propaganda, and mediated information), and power
relationships, in constructing substance abuse policy. In Drugs
and Drug Policy: The Control of Consciousness Alteration, Mosher
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and Akins examine substance use and drug policy from what
is essentially a constructionist perspective. When utilized in
an objective manner, this theoretical framework can be very
helpful in understanding complex social phenomena.
In this text, the authors integrate general substance abuse
information with drug policy discourse into one comprehensive textbook. This is intended to make the text more appealing to a wider audience, particularly students in academe. This
unique characteristic, not always evident in alcohol and drug
policy texts, is a strength of the book. The text contains chapters on substance abuse theory, epidemiology, prevention, and
treatment, as well as policies regulating illegal and legal drugs
in the United States. A discussion on policies regulating the
pharmaceutical industry is very well done. The final chapter of
the text presents a cross-national examination of drug policies
from around the world.
In this text, the authors openly denounce the "War on
Drugs" as a misguided and corrupted campaign of self-interested government officials and private entrepreneurs to
mislead the public into believing that alcohol and drug use is
more detrimental to American society than evidence would
indicate. They take a position that current drug policy goals
have not been realized. In fact, the current drug policy agenda
has resulted in tremendous social and economic costs and significant ancillary harm. The authors also feel that drug use,
in general, is neither an immoral or unhealthy behavior, and
serious consideration should be given to drug policy reforms,
including the legalization, decriminalization, and regulation
of current illicit and controlled substances.
While the authors adamantly advocate against the use of
rhetoric, propaganda, misinformation, and advocacy group
"evidence" to inappropriately influence public thinking on
drug problems, it does not stop them from presenting information and using similar tactics in promoting their own drug
policy reform agenda. The evidence proffered by the authors
to support their arguments runs the gambit of intellectual propriety from interesting and provocative to sensationalistic and
absurd. At times, the litany of both scientific and anecdotal information presented by the authors to "prove" certain points
degenerates into nothing more than finger pointing at the
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apparent incompetence of researchers and anti-drug legislators.
At some point, given their obsession with presenting counterfactual material relevant to drug use in the United States, the
reader must begin to question the credibility of some of the
authors' supporting statements.
Rather than a critical examination of the country's drug
policy, the text is almost exclusively a criticism, minimizing
any positive aspects of current anti-drug measures and amplifying the negative characteristics associated with these efforts,
in some instances to the point of distortion. By the end of the
text, the reader is exhausted by the overriding contempt the
authors display toward the current status quo. This is unfortunate, because it is clearly evident that Mosher and Akins
possess the expertise necessary to offer a constructive and objective analysis; they simply choose to promote their own antiestablishment-drug reform agenda. The authors' overwhelming bias compromises the academic integrity of the book. As a
result, I would not recommend this work as an introductory
textbook in a course on substance abuse or alcohol and drug
policy. Scholars and students familiar with constructionist discourse on substance abuse policy may find some value in the
text; however, information should be reviewed through a discriminating lens.
Sean R. Hogan
California State University, Fullerton
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Keith M. Kilty & Elizabeth Segal, The Promise of Welfare
Reform. Binghampton, NY: Haworth Press, 2006. $34.96
papercover.
When President Bill Clinton signed the personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act at
the behest of the Republican Congress in 1996, different claims
about the future direction of income support in the United
States were made. Proponents of "welfare reform" (as this
legislative and initiative is known) were optimistic that poor
people who were previously dependent on welfare would
now enter regular wage employment, become self-sufficient
and realize the American dream. On the other hand, critics
predicted that because the country's welfare safety net had
been largely dismantled, poverty would increase.
More than a decade later, considerable evidence has been
mustered to support both points of view. Because the welfare
rolls have declined by almost 60% since 1996, advocates of
welfare reform have claimed that the legislation has achieved
its aims. On the other hand, there is a good deal of evidence
to show that many families previously receiving social assistance remain in poverty and continue to struggle to make ends
meet.
This book does not seek specifically to test these claims, but
it does provide an eclectic collection of chapters that address
many aspects of the new welfare-to-work program and examines the wider political, economic and cultural context in which
these changes evolved. The book's 23 chapters are divided into
five parts which deal respectively with: the context of welfare
reform; the effects of welfare reform on poverty; implications
for families, marriage and domestic violence; the racial dynamics of welfare reform; and possible future directions. The
editors have brought together a number of leading authorities
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, September 2008, Volume XXXV, Number 3
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on poverty and social welfare policy in the United States, and
while many of them deal with issues that have been previously documented in the literature, others are concerned with
particularly interesting or neglected issues. For example, the
role of social conservatives and religious fundamentalists in
shaping the welfare to work program and injecting traditional
beliefs into American social welfare policy makes for fascinating reading. Several chapters deal with the racial dynamics of
welfare reform as they affect minority and immigrant communities. Since race is a consistent theme in American social
welfare policy, these chapters make a useful contribution in
explicating the issues. Another unusual chapter deals with
micro-enterprise and emphasizes the way these programs
reflect efforts to marketize social welfare policy in the United
States.
The welfare reform initiatives adopted in the United States
in the 1990s have been widely reported internationally, and
unfortunately, many of these reports present a simplistic and
optimistic account of the changes that have taken place. The
book's many insightful chapters provide a more nuanced and
thoughtful analysis which will be helpful to anyone interested
in whether welfare-to-work programs can make a positive contribution to social development. While there are many lessons
to be learned from the American experience of welfare reform,
the book reveals that it has been very problematic and should
not be widely emulated.

James Forte. Human Behaviorand the Social Environment:Models,
Metaphors, and Maps for Applying Theoretical Perspectives to
Practice.Belmont, CA: Thomson Brooks/Cole, 2007. $67.95
papercover.
It has become something of a clich6 to say that social
workers are ignorant of theory and disinterested in the subject.
While it is true that many social workers prefer to rely on their
personal skills and experience when engaging in professional
practice, this is not true of all practitioners and, indeed, many
do not always recognize that they do, in fact, apply theoretical ideas in their everyday work. Nevertheless, it is clear that
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much more needs to be done if social work practitioners are
to be effective utilizers of theory and to be able to effectively
adapt theoretical insights to enhance the well-being of their
clients. Obviously, schools of social work have a major responsibility to promote the use of theory in professional practice.
It is encouraging, therefore, to see a new textbook on
human behavior that offers a systematic exposition of theory
and the way it should be applied when seeking to understand
clients and improve professional practice. The book's 14 chapters cover a sizable range of theoretical approaches, orientations and schools of thought, and systematically summarize
their core assumptions, propositions and exponents. The limits
of each theoretical school are also discussed. Interesting biographies of the leading scholars in each theoretical school are
provided. Most of the theoretical approaches discussed in the
book are rooted in psychology or social psychology but two
chapters, which deal with applied economic theory and critical
theory will be of interest to those concerned with macro social
work practice. The other chapters cover ecological theory,
systems theory, cognitive theory, psychodynamic theory, behaviorism, symbolic interactionism and role theory. A useful
chapter on applied biological approaches is also provided. In
addition to explaining these theoretical schools of thought,
the book contains three introductory chapters that address
a number of issues relating to theoretical discourse in social
work. They also explain the way theories are outlined in the
book.
Forte has produced a major resource book on theory for
social workers and it should be widely consulted. Although
presented as a human behavior text, the book clearly has wider
application and may well be adopted in social work practice
and other classes. The book will undoubtedly be challenging
for undergraduates, but the author has standardized the material so that each chapter has the same structure, and devices
such as metaphors and applied maps are used to make an
material more accessible. However, the book is perhaps better
suited to graduates and practitioners in the field who already
have a sound practice experience and knowledge, as well as
the ability to reflect critically on the different approaches outlined by the author. The book will be an extremely helpful
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reference resource for social work educators and particularly
those teaching practice classes. On the other hand, those teaching community practice and social policy courses may find
that the two chapters on macro social work theory do not adequately cover the field. Nevertheless, the author is to be congratulated on compiling a prodigious compendium of theoretical perspectives of much value to the profession.

Tim Butler & Paul Watt. Understanding Social Inequality.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2007. $39.95
papercover.
As a consequence of the successful attacks on social liberal
and social democratic ideology by radical right wing movements in the 1980s, inequality became a topic to be avoided
in polite political discourse. Right-wing scholars successfully
portrayed efforts by progressives to highlight the growing inequalities of the time as a divisive attempt to promote "class
warfare," and in the 1990s, Clintonian and Blairite liberals
even took the view that inequalities could be justified provided everyone had the opportunity to excel in an open market
economy. Today, as income inequality in Western countries has
reached unprecedented levels, inequality is back on the agenda.
In addition, it now seems legitimate to talk about social class
and the way class differences have been exacerbated by deregulation, tax cuts, stock market speculation and other economic
manifestations of neoliberal ideology.
Butler and Watt's book is a timely call to social scientists
to refocus attention on inequality and particularly on class.
Although the book is primarily concerned with Britain, it
contains much useful information about trends in the United
States and other Western countries. It makes sophisticated use
of theory and points out that the avoidance of serious academic discourse on the subject of class is as much a consequence of
the postmodernist emphasis on identity, culture and gender as
it is of the hegemonic diffusion of market liberal ideas. While
the authors do not dismiss the insights of postmodernist analysis, they offer an account of inequality that synthesizes cultural, racial and gender perspectives with the more conventional
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analytical approaches of mainstream sociological theory. In
addition, they stress the importance of a spatial dimension in
understanding inequality and they effectively link these factors
to issues of globalization, low-paid work, social exclusion and
social policy. One chapter deals specifically with the way social
policy in Britain and Europe has conceptualized poverty and
inequality in terms of the concept of social exclusion. Drawing
on the work of Bourdieu, they show how complex and multidimensional contemporary analyses of inequality and class
have become.
The book is a welcome addition to the rapidly expanding
literature on social inequality in the Western nations and will
help to reinstate class as a key interpretive concept in sociological analysis. Although the book may be regarded by some
as primarily theoretical and unlimited practical value, it offers
helpful insights for those working in the field of social policy
and social welfare and deserves to be widely consulted. It
summarizes a huge literature and will also be a useful resource
for readers wishing to understand the way inequality has now
been reconceptualized in the social sciences. It also shows how
the concept can be used to address the serious inequalities that
characterize Western societies today.

Peter Sacks. Tearing Down the Gates: Confronting the Class
Divide in American Education. Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 2007. $24.95 hardcover.
While social science research and media reports have unequivocally exposed the growing problem of income inequality in the United States in recent years, the extent to which
inequality pervades the whole social structure is not often
recognized. Similarly, popular beliefs about how ordinary
people can succeed in a highly stratified society are seldom
challenged. One popular belief concern is the role of public
education. It is widely accepted that schools, colleges and universities promote social mobility and provide the knowledge
and skills which the children of poor and lower income families can acquire to succeed in an open, competitive economy.
Provided they are motivated, children and young people from
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all social classes are said to have ample opportunities to excel.
In this revealing book, Peter Sacks not only challenges
the view that the American educational system is an effective
vehicle for social mobility but demonstrates convincingly that
public education has become an instrument for the consolidation and amplification of social inequality. Making extensive
use of case study material, poignant portraits of low-income
families who struggle to utilize the educational system, as well
as a wealth of statistical data, he reveals the extent to which
public schools, colleges and universities have not only failed
to facilitate the upward mobility of low- and middle-class children, but how they increasingly serve the interests of upper
middle and higher income families. Instead of opening the
gates of opportunity, new barriers to success have been created
within the educational system.
It is well known that public schools have become less egalitarian as a result of the flight of white middle-class families
to the suburbs, but less well known is the way these families
access public funds to create programs within high-quality
public schools which advantage their own children. Similarly,
publicly funded charter schools and other specialized academies, which primarily serve the upper middle class, reinforce
existing inequalities and hardly provide opportunities for disadvantaged children to excel. The public university system,
which was created to promote educational opportunity, now
also reinforces inequalities. The use of standardized tests in
college admission favors the children of educated and higher
income families and, as funding for higher education declines,
elite state universities increasingly seek to attract students who
come from the these families. Sacks shows that the proportion
of low income students in public universities has declined
steadily over the years. Similarly, the merit scholarships which
have been established by many state governments ostensibly
to facilitate easy access to education, increasingly favor those
who are better off.
While Sacks' book makes for depressing reading, it will
hopefully galvanize action not only at the political level but
among those who are committed to public education at both
high schools and colleges. It is encouraging that some universities have recognized the problem and introduced new
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admissions policies that remove discriminatory barriers and
restore opportunities. However, as the author points out, corrective action is urgently needed not only on grounds of equity,
but because the country's international economic competitiveness is being damaged by a system of public education that
now reinforces rather than dismantles prevailing inequalities.

Tim Clydesdale. The First Year Out: Understanding American
Teens After High School. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2007. $20.00 papercover.
Interest in young adulthood has been growing over the
past several years among researchers, the press, and the
general public. The consensus is that individuals currently in
their late teens and early twenties have a unique experience
of this period of the life course, distinct from the generations
that preceded them. Differences include a more heterogeneous
path to adulthood, an increasingly globalized society, and a
need for higher levels of education to remain competitive in a
post-industrial economy.
Tim Clydesdale gives readers an opportunity to see how
young people respond to the these social changes. The author
outlines the book's three goals: first, to portray the "moral
culture" teens inhabit; second, to explore the transition from
the "relatively structured" life teens lead in high school to the
"fairly autonomous" one they move into, whether or not they
leave home to attend college; and third, to examine how family,
faith, and community shape this transition.
The book begins with a brief introduction that orients the
reader to the study, and presents some of the key themes and
concepts that will be expounded upon throughout the text.
The author describes these concepts using memorable, rich
phrases like "identity lockbox," "life tent," and "daily life
management" to describe, respectively, two commonly employed strategies for safely navigating the first year after high
school, and teens' main preoccupation during this time. The
next chapter explores these concepts in the context of four detailed case studies. The third chapter, "Starting Points," provides an overview of faith, family, and community, which are
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carefully examined in the subsequent chapters. Youths' work
and educational lives are also described in these later chapters.
The book concludes with a discussion of youths' lack of engagement with larger social and political structures, as well as
implications of the findings for researchers, educators, parents,
and others.
The First Year Out is worthwhile reading for a number of
different audiences. It is relevant to educators, as its vivid descriptions of youth culture will inform, and likely challenge,
pedagogical practices. The depiction of youth culture will also
be helpful to social work practitioners and others engaged in
direct practice with young people in their late teens. Qualitative
researchers in sociology, as well as other social science disciplines, will appreciate the balance of detailed narratives with
explication of larger patterns and themes, highlighting the
complexity of culture and individuals' places in it. Finally,
scholars of American Culture will find it a fascinating reflection on mainstream culture.
This reviewer's primary critique of the text relates to the
author's discussion of the discrepancy between his perspective on September 11th, 2001 and that of the teens he interviewed. The author says he "expected September 11, 2001 to
be the signal event that affected how teens.. .viewed the world
and chose to live in it" (p. 182). However, for the youth, the
event served to "underscore the reality of random, inexplicable violence that teens had already come to expect" (p. 193).
In inquiring about the interviewees' views of September 11th,
and its impact, the author sounds like a teacher who appears
to be asking an open-ended question, but in reality has one
correct answer in mind. The author's disappointment with his
research participants' different perspective clouds an otherwise highly sensitive portrayal of American youth culture in
this socio-historical moment.
Sarah Taylor, University of California,Berkeley
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Gary Hytrek & Kristine M. Zentgraf. America Transformed:
Globalization, Inequality and Power. New York: Oxford
University Press, 2007. $29.95 papercover.
Globalization has now become one of the most popular
concepts in the social sciences. However, it is also poorly standardized-while some scholars define the concept narrowly
to connote international economic processes, others broaden it
to include multiple international activities involving communications, international migration, cultural diffusion and political cooperation. Similarly, scholars differ on the normative
dimension of global processes. While some view globalization
optimistically as promoting new growth and employment opportunities for low-income countries, others take a pessimistic position, claiming that globalization is impoverishing once
thriving communities in Western countries and serving the interests of global capitalism.
As these debates reveal, normative positions on globalization are shaped not only by the ideological beliefs of different
scholars, but by their own national experiences; not surprisingly, scholars in the Western countries have often condemned
the economic effects of globalization on their own societies.
This position is taken by Hytrek and Zentgraft, who critically
examine the effects of globalization on the United States. They
conclude that globalization is transforming American society,
altering the country's basic institutional structure, its cultural
norms, opportunities and economic life. Their approach emphasizes the economic dimensions of globalization and contends that the diffusion of global capitalism has created a new
system of profit-maximizing greed, corporate dominance,
increasing income and asset inequality, radical changes to
working conditions and life chances, and a weakening of governments, with negative consequences for social welfare services provision and the well-being of ordinary people. In addition, they contend that the federal government has become
increasingly subservient to the demands of corporate interests
and global elites.
These issues are explicated in lively prose in ten wideranging chapters that examine different dimensions of globalization. The book is focused on the United States but it is
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situated in a broader analysis of the globalization debate and
pays particular attention to different normative perspectives
in the field. Although the authors present a rather depressing
account of the effects of globalization on American society,
they draw on Karl Polanyi's writings to suggest that a counter
movement will arise to challenge globalization's negative
forces.
Although the book is readable and comprehensive, the way
it equates globalization with international speculative capitalism is somewhat limiting. As was noted earlier, many scholars
believe that globalization involves processes that transcend
current international economic trends and the hegemony of
neoliberalism. However, these perspectives are not recognized
in the book and no attention is given to alternative explanations that are not as pessimistic. There is growing research
evidence to show that governments and their social policies
and programs are more resilient and capable of resisting the
demands of speculative capitalism than many believe. The
book would have been enhanced by recognizing and addressing this research. Nevertheless, this enjoyable book should be
widely consulted by anyone interested in globalization and its
effects on American society today.

Joel F. Handler & Yeheskel Hasenfeld. Blame Welfare, Ignore
Poverty and Inequality. New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2007. $80.00 hardcover, $29.99 papercover.
In the United States, the payment of income benefits to
single women with children became a highly contentious issue
in the 1970s and 1980s. Although it was previously accepted
that "respectable" widows and deserted wives should be assisted, increasingly negative media reports about the abuse
of the welfare system by applicants with illegitimate children
changed attitudes. By the 1980s, blaming welfare became a
popular media preoccupation and a major electoral issue. As
welfare recipients were increasingly believed to be women of
color, the social problems facing the nation were frequently
attributed to a generous welfare system that encouraged indolence, illegitimacy, drug usage and crime. Since liberal
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pro-welfare attitudes were often linked to the Democratic Party,
the need to address the problem became a high priority for the
Clinton administration. As is well-known, the AFDC program
created during the New Deal was abolished in 1996 and replaced with the stringent TANF welfare-to-work program.
Although the abolition of AFDC may have taken the welfare
issue out of national politics, Handler and Hasenfeld demonstrate that the problems of poverty and inequality have hardly
been solved. While the incomes for corporate executives and
many professionals have soared to unprecedented heights,
low-income families and single-headed households continue
to struggle to make ends meet. The result has been growing
social fragmentation and the persistence of widespread deprivation. Among the high income Western countries, the United
States continues to experience extraordinary levels of poverty
and social deprivation, even though it is the world's wealthiest
and most powerful nation.
The book is a valiant attempt to analyze the problem and
make policy recommendations for raising family incomes, reducing inequalities and providing opportunities for all hardworking people to achieve their goals. It begins with an overview of the nature and extent of poverty and inequality in
the United States today. It then reviews the development of
welfare policies over the years, paying particular attention to
the evolution of the AFDC program. Useful information about
the program and its clients is provided. The authors then describe the political struggles which culminated in its abolition
and replacement with the TANF program. They emphasize the
role of moral symbols in the attacks on welfare and show how
moral issues have continued to dominate policy debates in
recent years. The book ends with a carefully thought-out set of
recommendations for addressing the problems of low income
and limited opportunity that continue to afflict a sizable proportion of hard-working families today.
A major attraction of this book is its comprehensive nature.
The authors have covered a huge terrain in a readily readable
and comprehensible way. They not only detail the workings
of the welfare system but address a variety of related issues,
including healthcare and preschool education, that directly
affect the well-being of low-income families. In addition to its
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core message, the book will be a valuable resource for anyone
wanting to grasp the intricacies of contemporary American
social welfare policy. It deserves to be widely consulted.

Franz von Benda-Beckmann & Kebeet von Benda-Beckmann.
Social Security between Pastand Future:Ambonese Networks of
Careand Support. Berlin, Lit Verlag, 2007.
Although scholarly research into social security has been
primarily concerned with Western countries, these programs
have also been introduced in developing countries, and today
much more is known about the way they function. However, it
is well-known that formal social security programs in most of
the Global South cover only a small proportion of the population and that the majority, particularly in the agrarian sector are
excluded. Often, those who are excluded are the poorest and
those who are most in need of income protection. Fortunately,
the challenge of extending protection to the excluded majority has now become a major policy objective in international
social security circles.
Until comparatively recently, research into social security
in the developing nations has focused on formal statutory
programs, and the question of how people without access to
these programs cope with the contingencies and risks of everyday life was neglected. It is largely through the efforts of
a small group of European scholars, including the authors of
this book, that this issue is now on the international agenda.
Since the 1980s, Franz and Kebeet von Benda-Beckmann have
been actively involved in promoting research into what may
be loosely called "nonformal" social security in the developing
world. Writing from the perspective of legal anthropologists,
they have published widely on the question of how people in
the developing world cope with insecurity and how culturally
institutionalized obligations, norms and practices respond to
the contingencies of everyday life.
This book is comprised of a collection of original and previously published papers dealing primarily with their work
on the Indonesian island of Ambon. The authors have lived
and worked on the island and have an intimate knowledge
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of the way village people utilize kinship and community care
and support networks and rely on reciprocal obligations in
times of difficulty. The collection is wide-ranging and deals
with various aspects of social security and everyday life on
the island. Among some of the pioneering papers which were
previously published are an in-depth study of how Islamic
welfare institutions operate in an Ambonese village. At the
time that this paper was published, little was known about the
way the Islamic institution of zakat was translated into actual
giving and receiving activities. Another early paper deals with
small-scale enterprises and how they promote income security. Although research into microenterprise and microfinance
programs is now well-established, this important paper was
of pioneering significance and deserves to be read again. In
addition to these ethnographic accounts, the book contains a
scholarly analysis of the concepts and issues related to "nonformal" social security. It shows how difficult it is to define and
conceptualize the myriad and complex patterns of obligation,
support and care that impinge on the everyday experiences
of millions of people around the world. Two other chapters
of particular interest deal with Moluccan women and their
families living in the Netherlands and a poignant concluding
chapter on the effects of recent intercommunal violence on
Ambonese communities.
As social security scholarship transcends its focus on
Western statutory provisions and debates ways of extending
social security to the impoverished majority of the developing
world, this book will be an indispensable resource. Although its
approach differs significantly from the conventional "welfare
state" perspective of Western social policy scholarship, it is
readable and extremely informative. It will introduce readers
to issues previously neglected by Western social security scholars and demonstrate the need for a broader, interdisciplinary
analysis that understands the way ordinary people cope with
risk and insecurity. It makes a major contribution to the literature and should be widely consulted.
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Jon Kvist & Juho Saari (Eds.). The Europeanization of Social
Protection. Bristol: Policy Press, 2007. $39.95 papercover,
$99.00 cloth.
European social policy is often idealized in international
social welfare circles. The so-called "welfare state" with its
imagery of generous entitlements and right-based social welfare
is largely conceptualized with reference to European social
policy. In much of the international literature, the Europeans
are regarded as welfare leaders whose achievements should
be emulated. Many social policy scholars use Europe as a reference point for analyzing and proposing social policy innovations in their own countries and many think it highly desirable
that social policy everywhere should conform to the European
"welfare state" model.
Therefore, it will come as something of a surprise to learn
that there are, as this informative book reveals, huge differences between the social policies of different European countries and that there is, in fact, no standardized European social
policy model. Indeed, the book shows that it is largely due to
the European Union that efforts are being made to promote a
model of this kind. Actually, these efforts began many years
ago but have so far not succeeded in "Europeanizing" social
policy and particularly Europe's income protection programs.
Nevertheless, through various treaties, conventions and administrative actions, the European Union is making some progress in harmonizing the social policies of its member states and
promoting the adoption of a European social model.
The book is based on papers presented as a conference in
November 2006, organized by the European Union under the
initiative of the Finnish Presidency. The purpose of the conference was to document variations in social security in the
Union's different member states, to define the notion of a
European social model (or ESM) and to consider the ways in
which social policy between the member states could be standardized to conform to this model. The editors point out at
the outset that social policy is the responsibility of the member
states and that in terms of various European treaties, the
Union cannot prescribe the adoption of social policies in these
states or even use its legislative authority to require them to
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standardize and harmonize their welfare systems. Nor can it establish its own social policies. Nevertheless, member states may
voluntarily cooperate to promote greater standardization.
Most of the book consists of country case studies that describe the social policy approaches used in the different member
nations and consider the extent to which their governments
are willing to foster the greater integration and harmonization
of income protection. As was noted earlier, major differences in
the social policies of different countries are documented, and
the editors suggest that there are significant challenges ahead
if the goal of Europeanization is to be realized.
This is an informative book which will serve as a useful reference for anyone interested in developments in social policy
in Europe today. The creation of the European Union is obviously an achievement of major international significance and
the extent to which social policy can be integrated among its
diverse member states will be of great significance to international social welfare scholarship. Although it is clear that the
European social model is still a poorly defined ideal, efforts to
enhance international cooperation in social policy in Europe
have lessons for other parts of the world as well.

Charles N. Darrah, James M. Freeman & J.A. English-Leuck.
Busier Than Ever: Why American Families Can't Slow Down.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2007. $19.95
papercover.
There has been much discussion in recent years around the
increasingly busy nature of American family life, from "overworked" parents to "overscheduled" children. Interestingly,
however, there is little consensus in the literature that work
is taking over home life or that children are lacking time with
parents. Some studies suggest that Americans are working
longer hours than ever, while others find Americans enjoying
more leisure time than ever; other studies likewise report that
parents actually spend more time with their children today than
in times past. How does one explain such contradictions?
The authors of Busier Than Ever might argue that, in part,
it's because busyness has not been studied appropriately, or
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at least not completely. As ethnographers, they argue that
'the devil is in the details,' so to speak, and that busyness is
a uniquely constructed experience from family to family. This
is the major conclusion reached by the authors after two years
spent in the field with fourteen very busy families in California's
Silicon Valley. One commonality between the families was the
extraordinary amount of time and effort put into planning,
coordinating, and troubleshooting the multitude of tasks and
obligations assumed by each family-what the authors term the
"tacit work" of busyness. Likewise, not only did work appear
to intrude upon so-called family life, family life often intruded
equally upon the workday. Indeed, the authors conclude that
the boundary between work and home that has defined the
modem family has become vastly more permeable. Whether
or not this represents a problem will depend upon the morals
and values of our evolving society, although the authors do
sound an alarm by pointing out that simply coping with busyness without examining its rationale(s) may ultimately interfere with how we construct meaning, both as individuals and
on a societal level.
This book is a fascinating read, packed with detailed information about each of the study families' various experiences with and attempts to cope with busyness. It gives a
finely nuanced picture of the multitude of forms busyness can
take in contemporary families. As the authors note, this is the
kind of information one simply cannot access with a survey
or even a time-use study. Their conclusions are insightful and
provocative, and should spark lively discussion. However,
there is a concern about the representativeness of their sample.
Silicon Valley arguably is a unique area of the country and is
unlikely to reflect a mainstream American population, a fact
not adequately addressed by the authors. The book itself could
have been better organized to present the study conclusions
up-front. As it is, the authors' argument is not fully articulated
until the concluding chapter. A brief summary of prior research
also would have been helpful for readers not familiar with the
literature. Finally, it seemed a little heavy on jargon, even for
an academic audience, at least one outside of anthropology.
Because the topic is timely and likely to be of wide interest, it
is regrettable the material was not made more accessible to the
lay reader.
Lorelei Mitchell, University of California,Berkeley
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sound an alarm by pointing out that simply coping with busyness without examining its rationale(s) may ultimately interfere with how we construct meaning, both as individuals and
on a societal level.
This book is a fascinating read, packed with detailed information about each of the study families' various experiences with and attempts to cope with busyness. It gives a
finely nuanced picture of the multitude of forms busyness can
take in contemporary families. As the authors note, this is the
kind of information one simply cannot access with a survey
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